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This research investigates social change approaches of people in informal 
settlements across Zambia and South Africa. The study uses qualitative and 
interpretive approaches and is focused on people’s subjective meaning and 
their representations on creating change.  
Contact with the settlements was facilitated by Slum/Shack Dwellers 
International (SDI), an international social movement of urban poor people, 
active in Zambia and South Africa. All seven settlements in the study had 
individuals and groups involved with SDI, and settlements were selected 
based on their existing efforts to make change happen. 
The study recognises and responds to the historical context of Southern 
African informal settlements. This context included powerful indigenous 
traditions of culture, philosophy, ontology and epistemology, but also the 
impact of colonisation, its imposition of Western ideas, and its negation of 
African traditions, learning, and culture. The study acknowledges the 
complexity of informal settlements and their history as peripheral locations, 
and also as places combining material disadvantage with vibrancy and social 
innovation. The study also acknowledges and responds to the history of 
academic research in this context, recognising that research in Southern 
African informal settlements needs to be decolonised; research should be 
centred in the community and avoid approaches and data forms which 
preference Western scientific-rationality over local approaches to knowledge.  
Negotiating this terrain, the study focuses on subjective meanings of change, 
rather than universally applicable theories or rules about change. It invites 
settlement dwellers to make representations on change, based on their 
knowledge, experience, and teaching practices. In keeping with the 
interpretive, decolonising approach, research data include community-
generated photographs and videos about change, diary entries, verbatim 
advice to other communities seeking change, informant interviews, and 
workshops incorporating wide-ranging discussions on change. Data 
collection occurred between September 2013 and June 2014. 
Summary 
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Based on these diverse data forms, the study identifies that informal 
settlement dwellers are clear on the approaches to change they use. In 
summary, they: (1) engage in saving groups; (2) draw on diverse cultural 
traditions to affirm, admonish, encourage, teach and direct personal and 
communal change; (3) engage at multiple levels (personal through to 
international) and connect these levels as a means of consolidating and 
driving change; and (4) go on learning exchanges to learn and share ideas, 
and to change power relations. These strategies lead to change impacting on 
personal, household, and community levels and interact with national and 
international change approaches. Changes are tangible and intangible, and 
contribute to a dialectic that embraces individual and communal dimensions. 
These four functional strategies are underpinned by meta-themes: settlement 
dwellers’ focus on Agency, their celebration of Hybridity, the importance of 
Connectedness, and a recognition of Ritual. The themes encompass aspects 
of indigenous knowledge, celebrate relationships, affirm the leadership of 
those in the community seeking change, and provide flexibility to use 
different ideas and approaches in doing so. These themes provide responses 
that move beyond rules-based approaches to change. They represent 
theoretical and practical offerings back into debates about social change. 
They have potential relevance for other communities and for further research. 
  
v 
Acknowledgements 
This thesis is dedicated to the women and men of the seven communities 
who participated in this research. I am grateful for your patience, your 
hospitality, and your commitment to the research. Learning from you and with 
you all has left a deep impression on my life, particularly the wisdom, 
humour, resilience and initiative that so many people demonstrated. 
Hopefully, this thesis represents an opportunity for others to learn from you 
about how to create change. 
I would like to acknowledge great support from the various parts of the 
Slum/Shack Dwellers International Alliance, including the Federation of the 
Urban and Rural Poor (FEDUP), Informal Settlement Network (ISN), the 
Community Organisation Resource Centre (CORC), the Zambian Homeless 
and Poor People's Federation (ZHPPF) and the People's Process on 
Housing and Poverty in Zambia (PPHPZ). Given confidentiality requirements 
related to participation in the research, I am unable to name specific people; 
however, I would like to acknowledge the role of managers, federation 
representatives, technical and field staff, and office staff in supporting the 
study. These organisations and individuals facilitated the initial approaches to 
the communities, and assisted with communications, participated in 
interviews, forwarded relevant documents and provided invaluable counsel 
and companionship. Your collective efforts in supporting people living in 
informal settlements are inspiring.  
Thank you to the people who helped with interpretation and translation, 
logistics, giving insights into culture and history and being great travelling 
companions, including Sizwe Mxobo, Thandeka Tshabalala, Melanie Chirwa, 
Memory Malimo, Mwanabibi Sikamo, Dorothea Hendricks and Ntombiza 
Lingani. 
A number of academic staff at Deakin University provided vital support to the 
thesis, including practical and conceptual advice, feedback on written work, 
and other input. All of them made important contributions; however, I want to 
vi 
acknowledge Dr Max Kelly in particular for her invaluable, committed and 
thoughtful support.  
Professional editor, Dr Floriana Badalotti, provided copyediting and 
proofreading services, according to the guidelines laid out in the university-
endorsed national ‘Guidelines for editing research theses’. 
Finally, for the years of this research among many others, I am incredibly 
grateful for the support and encouragement from Meredith Budge, a great 
companion on life’s journey, who lives and breathes community mobilisation 
and social justice. Thank you! 
  
vii 
Table of Contents 
Chapter 1. Introduction 1 
1.1 A personal prologue 1 
1.2 Creating change in informal settlements 4 
1.3 The research question, approach and contribution to knowledge 7 
1.4 Conceptual framework and structure 9 
Chapter 2. Theoretical Perspectives 14 
2.1 Parsing the research question 14 
2.2 Sociology and Social Change 20 
2.3 Social Movement Theory 24 
2.4 Urban studies and informality 32 
2.5 Education theory and change 37 
2.6 Politics of knowledge/post-colonial theory 42 
2.7 Conclusions 47 
Chapter 3. The Context of Informal Settlements 52 
3.1 Slums or Informal Settlements 53 
3.2 Slum Dwellers International 54 
3.3 Perspectives on SDI and its practices 61 
3.4 Informal settlements and SDI in South Africa 64 
3.5 Informal settlements and SDI in Zambia 67 
Chapter 4. Methodology and Methods 71 
4.1 An interpretivist paradigm 72 
4.2 Decolonisation of knowledge and the recovery of local traditions 76 
4.3 Consequences for methodologies and methods 79 
4.4 Research Design 85 
4.5 Reflections on methodology and methods 99 
4.6 Ethics 102 
4.7 My role and identity as researcher 104 
Chapter 5. Summary of Community perspectives 107 
5.1 Introduction 107 
5.2 Summary 109 
5.3 South African Community Profiles: 112 
5.3.1 Community S1 112 
5.3.2 Community S2 114 
5.3.3 Community S3 116 
5.3.4 Community S4 119 
5.4 Zambian Community Profiles: 121 
5.4.1 Community Z1 121 
viii 
5.4.2 Community Z2 123 
5.4.3 Community Z3 125 
5.5 Common Themes 127 
5.5.1 Themes in Selected Photographs 127 
5.5.2 Diaries 128 
5.5.3 Elements of Change and Obstacles to Change 128 
5.5.4 Advice for other communities 129 
5.5.5 NVivo Codes 130 
5.6 Concluding remarks 131 
Chapter 6. The impact of savings 134 
6.1 Debates on microfinance 135 
6.2 Savings in the research communities 140 
6.3 Personal impacts of microfinance 146 
6.4 Communal impacts of microfinance 150 
6.5 Limits to the movement’s savings and loans programs 157 
6.6 Conclusions 161 
Chapter 7. The role of Culture in mobilising Change 167 
7.1 Theory, culture and change 168 
7.2 Traditional culture and approaches to change 174 
7.3 Culture, religion and change 180 
7.4 Culture and agency 183 
7.5 Culture, obstacles and differences 188 
7.6 Culture, change and hybridity 194 
7.7 Conclusions 198 
Chapter 8. Multiple Levels of change 199 
8.1 Theoretical perspectives on levels of change 199 
8.2 Research Data: Levels of engagement 203 
8.3 Engagement with the local municipality 206 
8.4 Bringing in national and international levels 223 
8.5 Conclusions 227 
Chapter 9. Exchanges as embodied learning and rituals of change 231 
9.1 The SDI ritual of exchange 232 
9.2 Exchanges and practical skills 234 
9.3 Exchanges and personal transformation 236 
9.4 Exchanges and community change initiatives 243 
9.5 Exchanges, pedagogies and theories of social change 246 
9.6 Conclusions 252 
Chapter 10. Discussion and Conclusions 255 
10.1 Summary of Findings 255 
ix 
10.2 Thematic underpinnings: drivers of change 258 
10.3 Links to Theoretical Traditions 269 
10.4 Reflections on methodology 274 
10.5 Is this enough? Questions of effectiveness 280 
10.6 Concluding comments 282 
10.7 Epilogue 283 
Bibliography 286 
 
Figures 
Figure 1-1 Conceptual Framework ............................................................... 10 
Figure 2-1 A conceptual framework for the literature review ......................... 19 
Figure 2-2 Guidance arising from literature review ....................................... 48 
Figure 2-3 Identified gaps from the literature review ..................................... 50 
Figure 3-1 Conceptual Framework ............................................................... 50 
Figure 5-1 Participant photo: ...................................................................... 118 
Figure 5-2 Participant photo: ...................................................................... 121 
Figure 6-1 Participant photo: ...................................................................... 148 
Figure 6-2 Participant photo: ...................................................................... 155 
Figure 6-3 Participant photo: ...................................................................... 157 
Figure 6-4 Participant photo: ...................................................................... 163 
Figure 7-1 Placing culture in the conceptual framework ............................. 167 
Figure 7-2 Participant photo: ...................................................................... 185 
Figure 7-3 Participant photo: ...................................................................... 188 
Figure 7-4 Participant photo: ...................................................................... 190 
Figure 7-5 Participant photo: ...................................................................... 191 
Figure 8-1 Participant photo: ...................................................................... 211 
Figure 8-2 Participant photo: ...................................................................... 213 
Figure 8-3 Participant photo: ...................................................................... 214 
Figure 9-1 Participant photo: ...................................................................... 235 
Figure 9-2 Participant photo: ...................................................................... 244 
Figure 9-3 Participant photo: ...................................................................... 250 
Figure 10-1 Conceptual framework revisited .............................................. 268 
 
  
x 
Tables 
Table 2-1: Research question elements and theoretical disciplines ............. 17 
Table 3-1: Basic data on research communities, South Africa ...................... 66 
Table 3-2: Basic data on research communities, Zambia ............................. 68 
Table 4-1: Indigenous Research Projects ..................................................... 81 
Table 4-2: Implications of methodological considerations ............................. 84 
Table 5-1: Summary of data from the seven communities .......................... 110 
Table 5-2: Communities - elements and obstacles to change .................... 128 
Table 5-3: Top ten NVivo codes ................................................................. 131 
Table 6-1: Savings Schemes in SDI South Africa 2013/2014 ..................... 142 
Table 6-2: Basic saving statistics, SA and Zambia, 2015 ........................... 143 
Table 7-1: Cultural dimensions and related change strategies ................... 194 
Table 8-1: Levels of engagement and perceived impact ............................ 204 
Table 10-1: Implications of methodological considerations ocesses ........... 274 
 
Text Boxes 
Box 5-1 S1's advice for communities seeking change ................................ 114 
Box 5-2 S2's advice for communities seeking change ................................ 116 
Box 5-3 S3's advice for communities seeking change ................................ 118 
Box 5-4 S4’s advice for communities seeking change ................................ 120 
Box 5-5 Z1’s advice for communities seeking change ................................ 123 
Box 5-6 Z2’s advice for communities seeking change ................................ 124 
Box 5-7 Z3’s advice for communities seeking change ................................ 126 
 
 
1 
CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 
1.1 A personal prologue  
This dissertation links to my professional experience and my social justice 
commitments. The research follows years of development-oriented work, 
including teaching in inner-city schools, community work, and over twenty 
years in international development. I came to the realisation that despite 
decades of working on a wide range of social justice campaigns, I did not 
have a great understanding of how social change takes place. I knew how to 
design donor-funded development programs and manage organisations 
focused on fostering change, but I was increasingly unsure of how these 
organisational focused strategies were impacting on change within 
communities. I had a growing sense that the processes and impacts of 
community change might be more a function of knowledge and activity within 
a community than the result of methodically planned, external development 
initiatives. My commitment to social justice was driving me to think outside 
the perspective of development practice and ask, in simple terms, how is 
change happening, who is creating change, and what types of change are 
taking place.  
This research is thus a personal and theoretical attempt to better understand 
change and to examine it from more community-based perspectives. If, as 
Chilisa asserts (2012), knowledge about a community must be centred in that 
community and not with external experts, then knowledge about community 
changes should also be centred in the community’s knowledge systems. 
Exploring how community change happens requires seeking the community’s 
knowledge, skills, wisdom and advice on this topic. Hence, the broad 
direction of this research is an exploration of community-based perspectives 
on change, while also drawing on wide-ranging theoretical input on topics 
relevant to change. 
It was while living in Zambia that I became more personally interested in the 
structures of Zambian society, its influences, and the evidence of change in 
the society. In the process, I became aware that my personal perceptions of 
change were not always reliable, particularly since change could sometimes 
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happen in a subterranean sense, seemingly visible and understandable to 
Zambians but incomprehensible or wrongly perceived by me. I realised that I 
needed better skills and approaches to explore local or insider perspectives. 
Zambian informal settlements were contexts of particular interest for me, 
partly because of their prominence in the capital Lusaka and their 
juxtaposition to more leafy suburbs, including my own. They are also of 
interest because they present as places of both disadvantage and vibrancy. 
Their disadvantage relates to their economic, physical and social positioning 
within an urban environment, their historical basis, and is also a function of 
their place in a globalised economy, which arguably benefits from increased 
informality and the financial insecurity of millions of people (Mitlin & 
Satterthwaite, 2013). In other words, Zambian settlements are not only on the 
periphery of established urban areas, they are also on the periphery of a 
global system. Nevertheless, informal settlements are places with their own 
vibrant ecosystems; they are not just places of despair but offer up resistance 
and have active networks focused on change, notwithstanding a context of 
disadvantage (Taylor, 1997). Informal settlements appealed to me as 
contexts which encapsulate aspects of modern, developing-world cities: they 
appear as microcosms within the wider society, have a distinct geographical 
location (often between more formally planned suburbs), but also represent a 
legacy of the historical project of colonisation with its feudal approach to 
urban planning. 
The paradoxes and tensions of informal settlements raised a number of 
questions: What change is possible and present in informal settlements? 
Who are the individuals and groups which are seeking to create change and 
how do they learn about, develop and share change strategies? What factors 
help settlement dwellers become engaged in creating improvements, rather 
than accepting the status quo? What are the linkages, if any, between 
change in the microcosm of a settlement and wider societal change?  
In reflecting on social change I revisited Paulo Freire (1970, 1972, 1974), 
who originally influenced my teaching practice to incorporate larger 
connections between the classroom and society. Freire saw that the colonial 
education model was a tool of oppression which reinforced unjust social 
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structures, since it encouraged compliant learners rather than challenging 
authorities. For Freire (1970), education should be problem-posing, focus on 
conscientisation, and involve dialogical learning; learning processes which 
make learners subjects of history and empower them to precipitate change. 
Freire argues that change, or the lack of it, can be directly linked to a 
society’s model of education; education can work to enforce authority or 
support people to be co-learners and subjects of history.  
I also re-engaged with Saul Alinsky (1969, 1971), who originally inspired my 
social justice interests. Alinsky’s ideas, born out of community organising in 
American slums, present clear rules for effecting change, analyse power – 
within communities and the power of elites in society – and offer pragmatic 
approaches to tactical organising. For Alinsky (1969), change happens 
through conflict, people power, and organising.  
These two authors, with their focus on radical society change (Freire, 1970) 
or radical tactics (Alinsky, 1969), were less a part of my decades of 
development practice, which had become more organisational and 
programmatically focused. Nevertheless, they offered theoretical 
perspectives which I realised could be helpful in thinking about change. 
Furthermore, Freire’s articulation of praxis (Freire, 1970) echoed my intention 
in this research project to reflect on change, as a contribution back to my own 
action and practice around social justice. 
Yet these two writers could not be the theoretical basis for research around 
change in Africa; their contexts and ideas were geographically, 
chronologically and arguably conceptually distant from African society in the 
twenty-first century. Furthermore, some of their ideas, such as the learner as 
subject (Freire, 1970) or community organising as proceeding from the self-
interest of the community (Alinsky, 1969), point elsewhere. These ideas 
suggest that research must proceed from the knowledge, experience and 
culture of the researched community, so that research on change is aligned 
with community self-interest around change. Although Freire and Alinsky 
were starting points for thinking about social change in an African context for 
me, a different framework for the research was required.  
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There were also issues of research methodology for investigating change in 
African informal settlements. Not only does research need to align with 
community self-interest, it should reflect those philosophies, cosmologies and 
epistemologies that are indigenous to those contexts, since these concepts 
and ideas underpin how knowledge is created and communicated. The 
research could not ignore the place of indigenous and post-colonial 
approaches to knowledge and research within the context of African informal 
settlements.  
However, a research project totally focused on post-colonial, indigenous 
epistemologies and research methodologies presented theoretical and 
practical difficulties for me as a Western researcher, as I could not claim 
indigenous or insider status. Adopting such an approach would run the risk of 
exoticising or appropriating indigenous approaches. As an alternative, I 
developed an interpretive framework (Yanow & Schwartz-Shea, 2014), one 
that focused on the subjective meaning (Silverman, 2006) of informal 
settlement dwellers as they engage with change, but also seeks to recognise 
and reverse the colonisation of knowledge for informal settlement dwellers. 
The approach also incorporated a wider understanding of knowledge, to 
move beyond the written text and acknowledge the place of songs, dance, 
sayings and images as knowledge forms (Chilisa & Ntseane, 2010).  
This dissertation details the theoretical and methodological basis of this 
approach, as well as the findings about change in informal settlements which 
emerge. These findings articulate how informal settlements dwellers create 
change, but also reveal deep themes that have relevance for others seeking 
to create social change in other contexts. It is research with a personal 
genesis in international development, but involving an approach and focus 
which derive from other disciplines and traditions. 
1.2 Creating change in informal settlements 
This research project explores themes related to social justice by exploring 
social change in the specific context of informal settlements in Southern 
Africa. Drawing on the personal background presented in Section 1.1, the 
study has the following aims: 
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• Explore the specific contexts of informal settlements as places that are 
variously peripheral, disadvantaged, vibrant, and contexts of 
resistance and hope; 
• Focus on community members’ experience of, and knowledge about, 
change as well as their efforts to create change, in a way that 
examines subjective meaning and highlights personal agency; 
• Develop a research approach which better reflects local knowledge 
forms and systems, yet also aligns with a transformative, social justice 
approach; 
• Reflect local theoretical traditions and indigenous philosophies and 
acknowledge their place in supporting community approaches to 
change, as well as their role in creating and communicating 
knowledge; 
• Develop and extend theoretical understandings of change which focus 
on subjective meaning and personal agency and which incorporate 
and ideally extend the communities’ knowledge. 
In summary, the study seeks to add to theoretical understandings of social 
change through a detailed examination of change processes within the 
context of informal settlements in Southern Africa. Although the context is 
specific, and any conclusions must primarily be located back into the 
settlements, the social meaning that actors give to their own activities may 
provide insights for use by others, including other informal settlement 
dwellers and other communities seeking change. Thus, the study adds to 
both theoretical understandings and to programmatic or pragmatic 
approaches to social change. These theoretical and pragmatic 
understandings are of potential value to scholars, social movement activists 
and development practitioners, among others. 
However, some clarification on change and on the context of informal 
settlements in this study is required. Firstly, although a broad definition 
typically refers to social change as an alteration in the cultural, structural or 
similar characteristics of a social system (Johnson, 1995), in different 
disciplines social change can commonly be assumed as always positive or 
desirable (for example Archer & Newman, 2003; Fominaya, 2014; Krznaric, 
2007). The desirability and positive dimensions of social change is also 
6 
reflected in development thinking (Aarnoudse, Reeler, & Martin, 2011; 
Boesen, 2010; Reeler, 2007) and in much of social movement theory (Diani, 
1992). Generally, the positive dimensions of social change are also a focus 
of this research project. However, social change as positive should not be 
assumed, since ideas of change deeply ingrained into modernity 
(Maldonado-Torres, 2011) have historically been experienced in completely 
different ways by colonised and oppressed societies (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 
2015). More detail of the theoretical debate around change across different 
disciplines is covered in the Literature Review (Chapter 2). 
The interpretative framework used in this research has a bearing on the 
meaning of change within it. Given the study’s focus on subjective meaning 
and on reflecting the knowledge, intention and leadership of informal 
settlement dwellers, it is also important that the study reflects this same 
approach in understanding change in informal settlements. Thus, the study 
focuses on social change as the positive change understood, desired, 
pursued and achieved by informal settlement dwellers, which impacts in 
different domains of their personal and social lives. 
In relation to the context of informal settlements in this project, the study was 
undertaken in partnership with Shack/Slum Dwellers International (SDI), a 
global social movement of people living in informal settlements. Structurally, 
historically and programmatically, they provide an interesting contrast to 
international NGOs, although there are some points of similarity. The social 
movement’s governance model, principles and rituals of mobilisation provide 
an important backdrop to this research (see Chapters 3 and 4 for details).  
SDI played a key role in facilitating the involvement of informal settlement 
dwellers engaged in community change initiatives, which is the primary 
research focus. Some research findings do intersect with wider, federation 
level or organisational strategies; however, this research is not primarily a 
critical analysis of the SDI approach, but rather an engagement with how SDI 
federation members, as informal settlement dwellers, present perspectives 
on creating change. Building on my stated interest in Zambian informal 
settlement dwellers (given that SDI were present in Zambia), the study also 
engaged with SDI and informal settlements in South Africa, where the 
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federation has a substantial history and presence. Research in two countries 
adds depth to the examination of how change strategies develop in and 
respond to different contexts and cultures, and also opens up questions of 
consistency and variation, without necessarily comparing or rating the two 
federations in two different national contexts.  
1.3 The research question, research approach and 
contribution to knowledge 
Deriving from the above personal comments, the stated aims of the study, as 
well as theoretical and practical considerations, the research question has 
been formulated as follows: 
How do people living in informal settlements in Southern Africa mobilise to 
create change at personal, household and community levels?  
Within the broader question, there are two sub-questions: 
1  What approaches are used by individuals and groups in informal 
settlements in Southern Africa in their efforts to create positive changes at 
personal, family and community levels? 
2  How do informal settlement dwellers understand, learn about change and 
share their knowledge about creating change?  
This formulation, with the articulation of personal, household and community 
levels is acknowledged as potentially problematic. Nevertheless, 
differentiating these three levels recognises that social change can be multi-
dimensional and social change may take place at more than one level. This 
formulation also articulates a personal interest in all three levels; I am 
interested in personal change, since intuitively I believe that this underpins 
changes in other social domains, yet I also recognise that personal level 
changes can interact with and benefit from changes in other domains.  
However, differentiating according to personal, family and community levels 
is an artificial taxonomy, one that does not necessarily align with informal 
settlements dwellers, who may have different ontologies and formulations 
about social domains. Nevertheless, this differentiation provides a starting 
point, an initial point of reference from which to consider the processes and 
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levels of social changes for informal settlement dwellers. Also, as it will 
become clear, although my initial interest is sub-national, there are 
connections between all levels (from personal to international), and these 
larger domains will be drawn into the discussion at different points. 
This research project is necessarily inter-disciplinary. It engages with 
sociology, social movement theory, urban studies, gender, educational theory 
and post-colonial and indigenous theory. Methodologically, it uses qualitative, 
interpretivist approaches, aligned with a transformative, social justice focus, 
and it recognises the place of indigenous approaches for the research 
communities. The social justice orientation implies that the study will 
contribute to a broader agenda which progresses justice and human rights, 
either through the communities’ learning from the study itself, or through how 
other contexts learn and benefit from the researched experience of the 
profiled informal settlements.  
As case studies, the communities profiled in this research can be considered 
as positive-deviant (Marsh, Schroeder, Dearden, Sternin, & Sternin, 2004), or 
case-studies which produce the context-dependent knowledge which is at the 
heart of human learning (Flyvbjerg, 2006). These were communities and 
individuals who make a variety of claims about mobilising to create change, 
and the knowledge which is involved in their achievements and work is at the 
centre of the research. 
Arising from the social justice perspective, the intention was for communities 
to be co-researchers: in other words, the research project would develop 
from and thus reflect their own learning priorities (not just mine as the 
outsider), and they would contribute to their own knowledge about how to 
create change. The research project’s ambition and achievements in this 
regard is a topic for reflection at different points within the dissertation. 
Arising from the intention to engage with post-colonial and indigenous 
epistemologies, non-textual knowledge forms and the traditions of songs, 
storytelling and ceremonies, the study focuses on a range of data collection 
processes. This approach intends to decolonise knowledge and to allow for 
local knowledge forms and epistemologies to be brought to the fore. 
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However, these different approaches involved a number of theoretical and 
practical tensions, which are also a topic for reflection.  
The study provides significant findings and conclusions in relation to how 
people living in informal settlements in Southern Africa mobilise to create 
change. It provides concepts, narratives, examples and ideas that can be 
adapted and developed – programmatically and theoretically – by other 
communities seeking change. It develops findings that highlight the value of 
these approaches, focusing on the social meaning that actors give to their 
own activities – meanings that are not laws or rules of social change but 
provide insights for use by others. The results highlight the power of the 
interpretive approach, which has allowed for the emergence of indigenous 
and local knowledge forms, and which has also enabled informal settlement 
dwellers’ agency and authority to be given their due focus. This in turn has 
allowed for a detailed examination of the processes used by informal 
settlement dwellers in creating change, and also identified key themes 
underlying these processes, themes that have wider applicability and value. 
Somewhat paradoxically, in its efforts to engage with old, and perhaps 
overlooked traditions, this research breaks new ground, to attempt new 
combinations of theory, methodology, data collection and data analysis. This 
approach breaks open new ways of seeing social change, in the process 
highlighting opportunities, not only for further research, but also for 
transformative social justice praxis.  
1.4 Conceptual framework and structure 
The study uses the conceptual framework depicted in Figure 1.1. The 
framework shows the place of theories, context and approaches to change, 
the relationship between these areas, and their role in contributing to the 
overall exploration of the research question. Each area contributes to the 
research question, with the middle intersection signifying those elements of 
each area (approach, context, theory) that impinge most directly on how 
informal settlement dwellers in Southern Africa create change. The 
framework provides a means of categorising information within the research, 
focus on key questions in each area, and also enable a consideration of the 
interconnections between the areas.  
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The place of the framework and its three components will be revisited in 
different places in the dissertation, whose outline is as follows:  
Chapter 2 reviews the literature, provides theoretical clarification and 
guidance for the research, and positions the study within broader theoretical 
traditions. It identifies relevant insights from research undertaken previously 
but also identifies those areas in which the study makes a theoretical 
contribution. It provides a theoretical basis for the interpretive approach of the 
research, as well as highlighting the imperative of decolonising knowledge. 
Although the chapter focuses on theory, it illuminates all three areas of the 
conceptual framework as it examines ideas about approaches to change – 
for example the role of conflict, as well as the importance of context-based 
knowledge, highlighting the value of examining the specific context of 
informal settlements in Southern Africa.  
Given the specificity of the topic – change processes for informal settlement 
dwellers in Southern Africa – Chapter 3 provides information about the 
context(s) of the research, including clarification on specific terms, the 
structure and approach of SDI as a social movement organisation, some 
basic information about the informal settlements in SA and Zambia as well as 
an overview on how SDI has been profiled within academic literature. 
Chapter 4 outlines the study’s methodological approach, including 
clarification on how it navigated the tensions involved in seeking a 
Figure 1-1 Conceptual Framework 
Theories about 
change
Context of 
change
Approaches 
to change
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methodology that is theoretically sound, reflective and supportive of local 
contexts and indigenous approaches, yet also able to make a contribution to 
research traditions within a Western academic institution. Arising from the 
conceptual framework (Fig 1.1), the chapter addresses all three areas in the 
framework, since it explores methodological issues associated with 
researching approaches to, and theories about, change. The chapter outlines 
the research methods, which sought to focus on non-textual data forms and 
included participatory photography, video and diaries as records of change, 
as well as sense-making workshops which involved broad-ranging 
discussions related to change. The chapter highlights how these data 
collection processes reflect the interpretive approach and provide diverse 
means for informal settlement dwellers to make representations on how to 
create change. 
Chapter 5 presents an overview and initial data analysis, highlighting key 
themes from within and across communities, as well as also presenting the 
voice of the communities in their verbatim Advice for communities seeking 
change. This chapter’s analysis provides an initial response to the research 
question about how informal settlement dwellers in Southern Africa mobilise 
to create change. Based on the data, the chapter asserts that the primary 
approaches to creating change involve (1) savings, (2) culture, (3) different 
levels of change, and (4) learning exchanges. These four headings provide 
the themes for the next four findings chapters. These four chapters, although 
focused on examining approaches to change in the conceptual framework, 
draw on some elements of theory, as outlined below. Examining the four 
areas provides a basis for the subsequent exploration of common themes 
which underpin the more instrumental findings about how to create change. 
Chapter 6 examines findings related to savings and change, the highest 
rating code related to change from across the data. The key debates of 
relevance in microfinance, which relate to its efficacy and ideological basis, 
are introduced as background for SDI savings and loans practices. Using the 
data, the chapter presents informal settlement dwellers’ articulations as to the 
linkages between savings and change, including the processes and benefits 
involved. The chapter highlights that research participants were clear as to 
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the significant, positive impact of savings on change for them, which occurs 
at personal, family and group levels in both tangible and non-tangible ways. 
Noting the prevalence of Culture as a category of change in the data, 
Chapter 7 demonstrates how community members use elements of local and 
other cultures in supporting agendas of change. Shared cultural values and 
aspects of indigenous knowledge are used in teaching, challenging 
behaviours and in celebration. However, SDI groups also use an inter-
cultural approach which incorporates other traditions and cultures, thus 
displaying a flexibility and agency in their use of culture as a tool of change. 
The use of culture, particularly the place of religion, is evidence of hybridity, a 
term which reflects some of the in-betweenness of informal settlement 
dwellers but provides a flexibility and dynamism with which to approach 
change. 
The theme of Levels of Change in Chapter 8 derives from the prominence of 
level-linked codes in the data, for example municipal interaction, family and 
personal change which appeared with high frequency. The chapter focuses 
on change strategies at settlement/municipal, national and international level, 
and evidence for change at these levels is examined, as is the connection 
between higher-level change (for example national or international) and the 
experience of change at personal or family level. The nature of the interaction 
between settlement dwellers and the local municipality is also discussed, as 
well as a consideration of how the right to the city impacts on informal 
settlement dwellers’ approach to change. This chapter also provides an 
opportunity to examine the role of conflict as an approach to change. 
Chapter 9 examines the SDI practice of learning exchanges as a 
pedagogical approach to learning about change, as well as the impact of 
exchanges in areas such as skills development and personal growth. It also 
examines the connection between learning exchanges and other learning 
practices, including Freirean, embodied learning and indigenous learning 
approaches. The chapter highlights how learning exchanges not only draw 
on diverse pedagogical traditions, but also impact on change within a context 
of relationships and draw on the place of ritual, which brings its own power 
into learning and change processes. 
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Chapter 10 draws together the findings from the four findings chapters and 
examines common themes that underpin the representations on change 
made by informal settlement dwellers. These four key themes of Agency, 
Hybridity, Connectedness and Ritual are examined in more detail, particularly 
in relation to their relevance for others seeking change. Lastly, the final 
chapter reflects on the research methodology, its strengths and weaknesses, 
and its implications for other research projects seeking to develop and extend 
the approaches in this study. 
This research draws together many strands, including personal and 
professional interests, themes of social justice, transformation and social 
change, and diverse approaches to knowledge, research and data collection. 
Theoretically, it is multi-disciplinary. Although my professional experience is 
heavily related to international development, the study draws on insights from 
sociology, social movement studies, and education as a means of 
broadening perspective and seeking an integrated approach to theory. 
Methodologically, the study engages with the challenges and dilemmas of 
undertaking academic research in contexts associated with colonial 
imposition and a negation of local epistemologies and culture. Thus, the 
study highlights the importance of engaging with these challenges and the 
responsibility of research agendas to pay attention to the context, to consider 
alternative philosophies, to seek to redress power asymmetries, and to 
ground both knowledge and research benefits within the community.  
Through its interpretive approach, this research affirms the agency, 
leadership, knowledge and authority of informal settlement dwellers as 
change makers. It highlights the place of alternative, non-Western 
epistemologies and ontologies in creating and disseminating knowledge. This 
research also affirms the potential of individuals and communities to be 
leaders and owners of social change (Arnstein, 1969). 
As noted, I undertook this research project as a form of praxis, a chance to 
reflect on theory and practice in order to re-engage with issues of change. 
For me, this research affirms the place of the community – as knowledge 
creators, subjective agents, and learners who can mould different 
approaches, cultures and practices – in creating change.  
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CHAPTER 2. THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES  
Chapter 1 provided background on this research, including my personal 
interest, the context behind the research, as well as outlining the research 
approach, a summary of the structure of the thesis and some of the 
theoretical and methodological challenges involved in the research topic. 
Chapter 1 clarified the research question, established as How do people 
living in informal settlements in Southern Africa mobilise to create change at 
personal, household and community levels? Within this question, there are 
two sub-questions:  
1. What approaches are used by individuals and groups in informal 
settlements in Southern Africa in their efforts to create positive changes at 
personal, family and community levels? 
2. How do informal settlement dwellers understand, learn about change and 
share their knowledge about creating change?  
Chapter 2 provides an overview of theoretical discussions related to the 
research question, identifying concepts and established knowledge of direct 
relevance to the research, as well as highlighting the areas of contention and 
gaps within theoretical streams that will be explored and developed in the 
research. The chapter also develops the conceptual framework centred on 
theories, context and approaches to change, which focuses the relevance of 
existing knowledge to the specificity of the research question. 
2.1 Parsing the research question 
As a first step in focusing the literature review, some parsing of the research 
question is important, since this helps to frame specific aspects of the 
question and will help to guide the theoretical discussions as well as 
highlighting those elements of the research question that impact on 
methodology, or that point to specific areas for investigation in the research. 
Of particular importance are the following elements, which are explicit or 
implicit in the research question. 
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Firstly, there is a focus on informal settlements1 as specific contexts. An 
exploration of informality and urban studies (Section 2.3 below) will assist in 
understanding these contexts, particularly in relation to possible priorities and 
readiness for change. These settlements are located within the wider context 
of Southern Africa, a region affected by colonisation and globalisation, as 
well as having its own traditions of culture, philosophy and epistemology. 
These factors impact on the specific research context, possible priorities for 
change as well as on the way change is conceptualised, communicated and 
experienced (Section 2.6.). 
The research question includes an interest in mobilising practices and 
processes at the heart of social movement theory (Section 2.3), which thus 
allows insight into pragmatic change approaches and the exploration of those 
approaches for people who self-identify as social movement members (SDI). 
Likewise, the research question focuses on creating change. Some 
parameters around change were noted earlier in Section 1.2; however, 
concepts of change are a key aspect of sociology and an exploration of 
theoretical discussions around social change in this tradition helps focus the 
study (particularly Section 2.2). There is also an interest in change across 
personal to communal dimensions. This suggests the need to explore 
ways in which the personal is linked to the communal, a topic to be examined 
in the context of African ontologies (Section 2.6). 
Sub-question 1 focuses on tactics (strategies) as an area for investigation in 
the research. A discussion on developing rules and the transferability of 
rules/tactics for change (Section 2.2 and 2.3) helps to guide ideas about the 
generalisability of tactics. The applicability of informal settlement dwellers’ 
approaches to other contexts is also of key significance for this research, 
particularly within an interpretivist paradigm. This first sub-question also 
focuses on individuals and groups’ action, highlighting an interest in 
agency and in the individual/group dialectic in practice. Social movement 
theory (Section 2.3) informs this discussion, particularly since identity work is 
often a focus of social movements. 
                                            
1 This dissertation uses the term informal settlements rather than slums, with the distinction 
clarified in Chapter 3. 
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This research (as explicitly included in sub-question 1) focuses on the 
positive change associated with efforts of informal settlement dwellers. This 
means a key interest in identifying what is already working (Kretzmann & 
McKnight, 1993) and a recognition of the values of a strength based 
approach (Mathie & Cunningham, 2003). Sub-question 1 also highlights the 
potential of informal settlement dwellers to be experts on the topic of social 
change, in that they are achieving results, and that their efforts may have 
relevance to others outside their context. This has methodological 
consequences, so that this expert role can be brought to the fore in the study 
(explored in Chapter 4) but it also needs to be developed within an 
interpretivist approach to the sharing of experience and notions of wider 
relevance (explored in part in both Sections 2.3 and 2.5). 
Sub-question 2 notes the link between epistemologies and change. 
Reflecting on post-colonial and decolonising approaches to knowledge 
(Section 2.6) helps guide the study in this area and avoid research 
approaches that favour Western theory at the expense of indigenous 
approaches. This second sub-question highlights the link between change 
and education theory. Section 2.5 provides theoretical grounding on 
educational theory for this context (post-colonial, informal settlement 
dwellers, social movement) and also frames learning processes that may 
have relevance for sharing key findings from this research.  
This parsing and links to theory can be represented through Table 2-1, which 
highlights how key elements of the research question point towards particular 
theoretical traditions. 
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Table 2-1: Research question elements and theoretical disciplines 
Elements of research question Relevant theoretical disciplines  
• Context of informal 
settlements 
• Urban studies 
• Context of Southern Africa  • Post-colonial theory and politics of 
knowledge 
• Mobilising processes • Social movement theory 
• The nature of social change • Sociology 
• Dimensions of change from 
personal to community 
• Post-colonial theory and the 
incorporation of indigenous ontologies 
• Social movement theory, incorporating 
identity work 
• Strategies, approaches and 
transferability 
• Sociology 
• Social movement theory 
• Education theory 
• Informal settlement dwellers 
as experts in change 
• Education theory 
• Social movement theory 
• (and also interpretive methodology) 
• Understanding, learning and 
sharing 
• Education theory 
• Politics of knowledge 
This chapter explores the theoretical elements identified in the above table, 
examining the following disciplines:  
• Section 2.2: sociology and social change, providing an analysis of 
theories of social change;  
• Section 2.3: social movement theory, providing background on mobilising 
traditions and social structures relevant to the context; 
• Section 2.4: urban studies and informality, highlighting perspectives on 
informal settlements and guiding thinking on these contexts and their 
potential for change; 
• Section 2.5: education theory, providing insights into pedagogies related 
to change; 
• Section 2.6: Politics of knowledge/post-colonial theory, which requires a 
re-orientation of theory making and the decolonisation of knowledge. 
These sections provide diverse perspectives on social change that are 
relevant for informal settlement dwellers and that help to position the study 
within different traditions of knowledge. The sections identify what is known 
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within the various disciplines and they highlight debates of most relevance to 
the research. Furthermore, they will signpost areas from the different 
traditions that need further exploration in the research, for example the role of 
conflict.  
This list of theoretical disciplines for inclusion in a discussion on change 
relevant for this research is not comprehensive. Worth noting is the apparent 
omission of anthropology, development studies and gender studies. This 
does not mean that these disciplines are not excluded from the research, 
instead, critical perspectives from these disciplines are incorporated into 
different discussions throughout the dissertation. Hence, anthropological 
literature is referenced in Section 2.6 (politics of knowledge/post-colonial or 
Southern theory), in Chapter 7 (Culture and change) and in Chapter 10 
(Rituals as a theme for creating change). In each case, these perspectives 
add depth to the broader analysis and arguments in the thesis.  
Similarly, this literature review does not include a specific review of 
development studies, noting that there is some work within development 
studies on how change happens (for example Green, 2016) as well as the 
literature on theory of change (for example Prinsen & Nijhof, 2015). Instead, 
the intention in this thesis is to focus on other disciplines and their debates on 
social change, as a means of having a wide perspective into how change 
happens, and more specifically how people mobilise to create change. This is 
not to negate the ideas about social change that appear in development 
studies, but to seek first of all to look for ideas from other disciplines that may 
better inform personal and professional practice (Krznaric, 2007). Some of 
the ideas from development studies about social change have been 
integrated into other discussions in this dissertation, for example across 
Section 2.3 to 2.6, given development studies theorising which is related to 
social movements, urban studies, education - noting for example Freire’s 
impact on Participatory Rural Appraisals (Chambers, 1994) – and post-
coloniality. However, some strands in development studies focus on positivist 
views of development processes and it can be argued that much of the 
literature on theories of change is driven by aid effectiveness (for example 
Valters, 2014) or donor management agendas (for example Vogel, 2012).  
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Likewise, gender is not included in the literature review. Elements of gender 
analysis are included in different sections of the literature review (for 
example, social movement theory in Section 2.3) and more broadly in the 
dissertation (for example savings in Chapter 6). SDI focuses strongly on the 
role of women in the movement. However, the emphasis of this thesis and its 
theoretical and methodological approach are different from that of a study 
centred on gender analysis. 
Arising from the above parsing, the research question can be represented 
conceptually as the overlap of three areas of interest: theories related to 
change, context of change and approaches to change. This conceptual 
framework is represented visually by Figure 2.1, in which the key questions 
and issues to be explored in the literature review are represented for each 
circle. Figure 2.1 highlights how the research question combines the three 
areas (theory, context and approaches), but is also centred on the very 
specific overlap of these three areas – that is, the approaches to change 
developed, used, and disseminated by informal settlement dwellers in 
Southern Africa.  
 
Figure 2-1 A conceptual framework for the literature review 
Theories about change:
-What theorising about change is possible?
- Are concepts of change universal or 
transferable?
- Where is theory generated?
- How are concepts & ideas disseminated?
- What is place of Southern theory?
Context of change:
- What is significance of informal 
settlements?
- What is impact of political, cultural 
history of Southern Africa?
- What is impact of SDI as social 
movement?
- What is identity for settlement 
dwellers and movement members?
- What are traditions of social 
movements in Africa?
Approaches to change:
- How do social movements mobilise?
- What is role of education in 
triggering change?
- What are domains of change 
(personal-> communal)?
- What approaches work for 
settlement dwellers & why?
- How do others learn about change?
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The conceptual framework used in the study also provides a mechanism that 
allows further development, so that in Section 2.6 the framework will be re-
visited to incorporate elements arising from the literature review around key 
issues in each area (Figure 2.2), as well as highlight gaps within various 
theoretical discussions that will also be explored by the study as a 
contribution to knowledge (Figure 2.3). 
An alternative approach to the literature review would be to structure it 
around the three areas of theory, context and approaches. However, by 
structuring the review around sociology, social movement theory and the 
other traditions, specific findings in the context of those theoretical traditions 
are better highlighted, providing clarity for the research. Given the research’s 
focus on interpretive approaches, each section seeks to present the interplay 
between positive and interpretive perspectives, while also highlighting the 
prominence of the interpretive perspective in terms of guiding the research. 
What emerges from the following sections is that there are some key themes 
(such as a focus on social meaning within a specific context) that appear 
across different theoretical traditions and that are best brought together 
within the conceptual framework represented in Figure 2.1, further developed 
in Figures 2.2 and 2.3 and referenced across the dissertation. 
2.2 Sociology and Social Change 
The previous section and the parsing of the research question highlight the 
multi-disciplinary nature of the research, and its interest in perspectives 
derived from a diverse range of disciplines and their insights into the theory, 
context, and approaches associated with social change for informal 
settlement dwellers in Southern Africa. The starting point in exploring the 
literature is sociology, which has particular relevance to the research topic, 
given the discipline’s long-term interest in social order, behaviour, social 
structures and social change. Sociology provides insights into the nature of 
(positive) social change, as well as clarifying the place of theories of change 
and the importance of perspective in relation to change. The focus on 
sociology as against anthropology provides an opportunity to trace how ideas 
of social change were adapted from other disciplines (for example biological 
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science) and became generalised across societies before notions of grand 
theories of change were eventually challenged from within the discipline. 
Social change has been a major topic in sociology. Debates on social change 
date to the 19th century with the argument that biological evolution was 
relevant to social settings, and the idea that a society progresses through set 
stages was a ‘great philosophical law’ (Comte, 1976, p. 159). Complexity was 
considered to be a feature of evolving societies (Spencer, 1967), and 
progress a transition from primitive to civilised (Wilson & Wilson, 1968). 
In contrast to evolutionary theories of change in society, Weber perceived a 
link between individual actions and beliefs and resultant societal change. 
Personal agency and the motivating power of culture and values were seen 
as the drivers for creating change (Weber, 2009). Agency, ethics and values, 
and religion as contributing to social change, have continued to be themes of 
interest within sociology (Boudon, 1991; Giddens, 2012a) and are of 
relevance to this research project (see Chapter 8 and 10), with community 
members outspoken about their responsibilities and their belief in their ability 
to initiate change. 
Yet the linking of values with trajectories of development has led to 
ethnocentric and generalised views about change and modernisation, so that 
some scholars argued that humans evolved from conservativism and fatalism 
to a modern condition in which humans are adaptable, efficient and confident 
in their ability to manage change (Tornquist, 1999). This historical imperative 
of development is also linked to theorising about societies (for example 
Rostow, 1971, 1990), whereby these societies are perceived to have 
transitioned from a traditional, pre-Newtonian stage to the most developed 
‘age of high mass-consumption’ (Rostow, 1990, p. 1), the latter equating to 
the USA, post-World War II. Such views carry negative connotations for any 
society deemed to not be at the most developed, mass-consumption stage 
(such as more traditional, or colonised societies), with the implication that 
they are resistant to change, or lack the skills or agency to effect change. 
Positivism, particularly the focus on scientific rationalism, the analysis of 
cause and effect in human behaviour, and the consequences of this for ‘rules 
of action for the future’ (Durkheim, 1982, p. 33) remains a dominant 
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theoretical tradition for thinking about social change. The metaphor of society 
as an organism and social change deriving from within a systems model are 
also dominant within much of sociology (Sztompka, 1994). The historical 
tendency to transfer concepts from natural sciences into social sciences has 
given prominence to notions of objectivity, cause and effect, verifiability, 
replicability, universality, and a belief in the possibility of defining laws that 
apply in the same way in all social contexts. This conceptual transfer can 
also lead to the belief that ideas can be codified or normalised, and that 
patterns of behaviour can be discerned and replicated across societies and 
contexts (Boudon, 1991). Social change is then perceived to be the product 
of applying rules or formulae – of replicating conditions or processes that will 
cause individuals and groups to respond in certain, predetermined ways. 
Such a tendency to codify how change must happen can be seen in the work 
of some activists and writers, including Gene Sharp (1973, 2010) and 
Popovic and Miller (2015), as well as Saul Alinsky with his belief that 
community mobilisation and change are the direct result of set approaches or 
rules (Alinsky, 1969, 1971). 
The application of scientific rationalism to ideas of social change has been 
critiqued on several grounds: it assumes a coherent, system-stable view of 
society and human interactions, it assumes that change happens in different 
societies, contexts and cultures in a uniform manner, and it underplays the 
role of human agency, particularly the capacity of humans to make choices, 
be innovative, and act autonomously (Darder, 2015; Mafeje, 1976; 
Sztompka, 2014). 
Key to this discussion is whether the ‘concept of law’ (Boudon 1991, p. 88), 
underpinning natural science hinders rather than helps social science. Does 
this view of social change rest on an epistemology that does not translate 
from natural into social science? For Boudon (1991), theories of social 
change are often pseudo-scientific and result in overreaching conclusions 
that fail to acknowledge context and the human ability to make choices about 
behaviour. Instead, social science needs to focus on conjecture, possible 
consequences, models and analysis of behaviour rather than predictions of 
future behaviour, which are typically based on grand theory. As Boudon 
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notes, ‘So we must accept the obvious: there are not and cannot be any 
general theories of social change’ (Boudon, 1991, p. 189). 
Also apparent is that theories of social change are themselves evolving, 
moving away from ‘mechanistic developmental schemes claiming 
inevitability, necessity and irreversibility for social processes’ (Sztompka, 
1994, p. xiv) so that there is now a wider recognition of contingency and the 
openness of the future, leading to a ‘theory of social becoming’ (Sztompka, 
2014, p. 251). 
If there is a conceptual differentiation between laws in nature and laws in 
society, this understanding allows for a different role in studying human 
actors or subjects, which for Giddens (2012b) means that ‘the social world, 
unlike the world of nature, has to be grasped as a skilled accomplishment of 
active human subjects’ (Giddens, 2012b, p. 226). In studying this world and 
in analysing change, social scientists are required to look to the meaning that 
actors themselves place on their world and their actions, rather than seeking 
objectively verifiable causes. In describing social conduct, social scientists’ 
work ‘depends upon the hermeneutic task of penetrating the frames of 
meaning which lay actors themselves draw upon in constituting and 
reconstituting the social world’ (Giddens, 2012b, p. 226). 
The universality of ideas about social change and the direction of the 
dissemination of ideas has also to be questioned (Connell, 2007; Escobar, 
1995; Tuhiwai Smith, 2012). These authors note the problematic process of 
theory production involved, and that the claim of universality is based on a 
questionable notion that all societies are knowable, in the same way, and 
from the same point of view (Connell, 2007). Typically, the process of theory 
production has also meant that the West’s social issues and key debates 
always get overlaid onto societies on the periphery, while – although stories 
from the South are acknowledged – ideas from the South are overlooked or 
discounted (Connell, 2007).  
This critique opens up the possibility of an alternative theoretical and 
methodological approach, one which starts with the study of a social context 
(in this case informal settlements in Southern Africa) as situated in its own 
history of ideas, meanings and traditions of learnings, without necessarily 
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seeing the context as an image or manifestation of ideas developed 
elsewhere. It allows for a more singular examination of the ‘frames of 
meaning’ (Giddens, 2012b, p. 226) evident in that context, without any 
necessary expectations of wider applicability. The pragmatic difficulties of this 
approach cannot be ignored – how does a researcher from Western 
traditions develop the skills to examine the context in its own history and 
traditions? However, the value of this approach as a way of affirming the 
perspective of actors in their own context, highlights its validity, its clear link 
to social justice projects, and strengthens the argument of doing research 
this way. 
The discussion on social theory provides some key points of relevance for 
the exploration of change processes in this thesis. A search for a grand 
theory of change, applicable to universal contexts including informal 
settlements, is likely to be a fruitless quest. Such a quest carries with it an 
outdated understanding of social theory and can easily become imbued with 
ethnocentrism. As will be shown later in this chapter, understanding the need 
to move beyond a search for a grand theory complements the arguments and 
conceptual understandings emerging from post-colonial and indigenous 
scholars. Instead, the focus needs to be on the unique context of informal 
settlements in Southern Africa, as well as focusing on the agency and frames 
of meanings of informal settlement dwellers. Issues of context and agency 
are taken up in the next section on social movement theory, which also 
includes a discussion on approaches to creating change associated with 
social movements. 
2.3 Social Movement Theory 
Social movement theory – with its empirical focus on the life cycle, impact 
and structure of social movements – has contributed to ideas of social 
change. A consideration of aspects of social movement theory is particularly 
relevant in this literature review because of SDI’s self-identification as a 
social movement (Shack/Slum Dwellers International, 2012 – see Chapter 3), 
and is part of understanding the nature of the organisation, including the 
place of individuals and community groups within the movement. Being 
aware of SDI’s context as a social movement means that an examination of 
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the perspectives and understandings of people in informal settlements needs 
to extend beyond individual and group locations and roles, to incorporate an 
awareness of their place, role, and identity within the context of a social 
movement. Researching change with and for these research participants 
means some research of their social movement and the framework, 
relationships and context which it provides. 
A useful definition of social movements comes from Diani (1992), who 
synthesises other definitions to write, ‘Social movements are defined as 
networks of informal interactions between a plurality of individuals, groups 
and/or organizations, engaged in political or cultural conflicts, on the basis of 
shared collective identity’ (Diani, 1992, p. 13). This definition identifies three 
basic components of social movements: ‘networks of relations between a 
plurality of actors; collective identity; conflictual issues’ (Diani, 1992, p. 17).  
Social movements are historically associated with the development of 
modernity and the nation state over the last three centuries (Tarrow, 2011) 
and have arguably contributed to processes of change within national 
societies, particularly in the interplay between the state and its 
disenfranchised citizens (for example Tilly, 1992; Wood & Tilly, 2016). New 
Social Movements are perceived as a more recent development (for example 
Pichardo, 1997), a product of post-modernity expressing the broader nature 
of conflicts in post-industrial society. New social movements’ concerns have 
broadened out from the economic and society-wide structural focus of earlier 
movements to recognise the need for other types of change (Eyerman, 1992) 
and the importance of such issues as identity and emotions (for example 
Melucci, 1996); these often involve a movement and its members staking a 
claim for their own identity, which may be divergent or perceived as 
disenfranchised within society. This focus on identity (particularly collective 
identity) is relevant to this research project, as shall be explored in section 
2.6 on Southern Theory (particularly the notion of ubuntu-ism) and in the 
findings chapters, where aspects of identity appear as a key component of 
the communities’ approach to change and their positioning of themselves in 
movement (for example, movement as family, as highlighted in Chapter 7).  
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In their programs, social movements – including those focused on identity 
issues – are engaged in political and public action, they often develop 
sustained and collective claims on authorities, and offer a public 
representation of themselves and their constituencies to the wider world. 
They assert the importance of ‘popular sovereignty’ (Wood & Tilly, 2016, p. 
36), in which the programs and structures of the movement reflect popular 
consent, although this can be a broader expression of the will of the people 
than representative democracy. Typically, they seek positive change, as 
does SDI, or an improvement in the status quo (Sztompka, 1994).  However, 
there are some social movements that resist change, such as the anti-
globalisation movement (Klein, 2000) or the rise of the Christian Right (which 
is nevertheless still focused on identity issues; Pichardo, 1997).  
The place of conflict has also been a key field within theories of social 
change and in social movement theory. In rejecting earlier views of change 
as evolutionary and societies as stable systems, Marx (1998) viewed social 
change as arising from conflict and disruption, in which class struggle leads 
to the emergence of a new socialist society. Later, ideas around conflict 
expanded the analysis beyond class and economics, and the hegemonic 
dimensions of ideology and societal structures were identified (Gramsci, 
1972), whereby dominant ideas infiltrate people’s thinking (Ledwith, 2011); 
these then need to be opposed by counter-hegemonic responses. 
Responses require ‘a collective, social will; men (sic) coming to understand 
economic facts, judging them and adapting them to their will until this 
becomes the driving force of the economy and molds objective reality,’ 
(Gramsci, 2000, as quoted in Tarlau, 2017, p. 111). This view moves beyond 
an idea of laws of history as impacting on people to highlight the power of 
collective will to affect their own change. 
Some social movement theory has incorporated Marxist analysis (for 
example Ferrer, 2014; Garner & Zald, 2012) in the study of conflict or 
contention and the link between collective action and social change (see also 
Giugni, McAdam, & Tilly, 1999; Tilly, 1981, 1987, 1999). Social movements 
are then seen as involved in ‘contentious collective action’ (Tilly, 1978, p. 
227). These actions naturally arise when ordinary people organise around 
27 
their interests, but are challenged by the status quo, with their actions often 
labelled as mob-violence by those in power.  
For some, collective agency and the creative use of contention or conflict are 
pivotal; for example, Piven and Cloward (1979) argue that historically social 
movements can have an optimal impact when they operate disruptively in a 
context of wider political instability. Although this is less the case in 
contemporary South Africa (and in Zambia), recent history highlights the 
wider societal instability and the role of social movements and townships in 
seeking to precipitate change there (Taylor, 1997).  
In social movement theory, conflict has a debated role. Alinsky (1969, 1971), 
described as the father of community organising (Steyeart, 2009), argued 
that conflict is essential and he embraced what he saw as the power of 
conflict in achieving change, summarised in the statement ‘all new ideas 
arise from conflict’ (Alinsky, 1971, p. 79) and in the notion that a people’s 
organisation is engaged in an ‘eternal war’ (Alinsky, 1969, p. 133). For 
Alinsky, conflict was a way of building people power to force change. 
However, this approach has been criticised, both within Alinsky’s time and 
subsequently (Bailey, 1974; Schutz & Miller, 2015). The alternative of Asset 
Based Community Development focuses on the strengths already present in 
a community and the positive dimensions of existing actions towards change 
(Kretzmann & McKnight, 1993). This view critiques Alinsky for a worldview in 
which an external enemy is responsible for community problems, and where 
this enemy can be overcome by gathering community organisations into a 
mass tool against decision-making structure to force them to do what the 
neighbourhood wants (Kretzmann, n.d.). Others (for example Schutz & Miller, 
2015) argue that a focus on high-stakes conflict is more a self-serving 
machismo and demonstrates an inability to relate to and learn from other, 
less conflictual approaches, such as those developed in the feminism 
movement. A preference for conflict may be both tactically inadequate and 
indicative of a narrow, non-reflexive approach to one’s own identity and 
context.  
It might be expected, given the history of colonialism and independence as 
well as the inequalities inherent in informal settlements, that conflict would be 
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a key dimension in approaches to change for this research. Conflict will be 
explored in Chapter 7, where it will become clear that attitudes to conflict sit 
within a broader approach to relationships and an understanding of 
connectedness in society. 
More broadly than just conflict, social movements require a set of actions, or 
repertoires of contention (see Tilly, 1978, 1981; Tilly & Tarrow, 2015), ‘arrays 
of performances that are currently known and available within some set of 
political actors’ (Tilly & Tarrow, 2015, p. 25). These repertoires include: 
choices of activities and strategies, a sense of performance, and a possibility 
for innovation (Alimi, 2015, p. 410), and are focused on announcing and 
broadcasting the agenda of a social movement, persuading or moving 
authorities, and generally changing relationships between players (Tilly, 
1999). The idea of repertoires highlights parameters of acceptable action 
within social movements, with sets of behaviour arising from the wider 
society, from within the movement and from other movements. In this 
research, the notion of repertoires is also explored, noting that the movement 
uses the term ‘rituals’ rather than repertoires. These rituals have specific 
meaning and power, as will be explained. 
Beyond tactics, conflict and repertoires, social movement studies have also 
focused on impact and consequence, which includes the importance of 
personal dimensions, such as skills development (for example Ollis, 2011), 
community level changes (Alinsky, 1969, 1971), societal dimensions, 
whether this is gradual (Piven & Cloward, 1977) or revolutionary (Sharp, 
2010), and political dimensions, which can be national (Amenta, Caren, 
Chiarello, & Su, 2010; Meyer, 2012) or trans/inter-national (Fominaya, 2014), 
while also noting that many of these overlap. Social movements appear to be 
able to have an impact on personal, through to national and international 
levels, although the existing research is less clear on the linkages between 
these levels. Although this research project was originally focused on 
personal to communal levels, it is clear that national and international levels 
cannot be ignored and this research highlights some of the transitions and 
linkages that take place for informal settlement dwellers between these levels 
(Chapters 8 and 9). 
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Brazil’s Landless Workers’ Movement (MST) provides a reference point for 
SDI and has been the subject of research focused on land rights, education 
and responses to informality and exclusion. MST works at different 
subnational regimes (state and/or municipality), engages in strategies which 
include occupation of land and schools (Tarlau, 2015), and promotes and 
develops programs of popular education2 in the movement (Mariano, Hilário, 
& Tarlau, 2016; Tarlau, 2014). In its education programs, MST appears to 
draw directly on Freire’s theories (Diniz-Pereira, 2013). Hence, the 
movement engages in processes which involve re-learning what it means to 
be a human being, and also sees education as having a remit beyond formal 
schooling to include popular education. MST highlights the power of a 
democratic mass movement of traditionally disadvantaged, landless people 
and the manifestation of the notion of ‘popular sovereignty’ (Wood & Tilly, 
2016, p. 36). The movement also provides an example of how key theoretical 
ideas – building on scholars such as Tilly, Gramsci and Freire – have been 
specifically adapted (as in the case of Freire) or might be applied in a unique 
context. 
Turning to research on African social or popular movements, there has been 
research on national level campaigns, as in South Africa (Taylor, 1997), other 
countries experiencing or facing regime change or national liberation 
(Clapham, 2012; McCorley, 2013; Pilati, 2011), and on national policy or 
societal changes, such as access to life-saving anti-retroviral therapy 
(Campbell, Cornish, Gibbs, & Scott, 2010), and women’s access to political 
representation (Evans, 2015). There is evidence that women’s involvement in 
African national movements (a key dimension of this research project) means 
that they were able to introduce elements of public healing and relationship 
building that had a broader impact on the wider community, while also 
contributing to liberation struggles (Berger, 2014). Other studies (for example 
Tripp, Casimiro, Kwesiga, & Mungwa, 2009) have highlighted how African 
women’s movements can impact at a national level, particularly on policies 
and in political landscapes. 
                                            
2 Popular education is linked with the conscientising and dialogical learning approach of 
Freire (1970). 
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The South African urban social movement Abahlali baseMjondolo has some 
parallels to SDI and has been focused on popular education and a black 
consciousness which links to Steve Biko and Fanon (Gibson, 2008) as well 
as a fight for land rights (Boyte, 2008). Likened to the Zapatistas, Abahlali is 
seen (Chabot & Vinthagen, 2015) to echo theoretical strands from Gandhi 
and Fanon3. In their work, the mobilising processes produce a ‘subjugated 
knowledge’, which is more related to people’s own experience and which 
resonates with others seeking to decolonise their situation. Abahlali is able to 
develop ‘constructive resistance, new political subjectivity, and visions of 
human emancipation that are not Eurocentric’ (Chabot & Vinthagen, 2015). 
Abahlali interactions with the State contrast with SDI, and have been 
criticised for being too confrontational (Selmeczi, 2014), whereas SDI which 
has been accused of co-optation into State agendas (Huchzermeyer, 2011), 
a topic of further discussion in Chapter 3.  
De Waal and Ibreck’s (2013) review of African social movements notes the 
importance of understanding the ‘concrete meanings in Africa’ (de Waal & 
Ibreck, 2013, p. 303) of these movements, including the particular constraints 
imposed by African political systems. Although again focused on national 
level change, De Waal and Ibreck (2013) note the effectiveness of non-
violence, and the importance in African contexts of not importing models from 
elsewhere, but to ‘analyse and understand the realities in their own countries, 
and plan and act accordingly’ (de Waal & Ibreck, 2013, p. 320). From this 
perspective, political theorists have been guilty of either neglecting African 
non-violent political action (with the exception of South Africa) or misreading 
patterns from their pre-determined Western perspective, without 
understanding the nature of African political and societal contexts (de Waal & 
Ibreck, 2013). African scholars (for example Mamdani, Mkandawire and 
Wamba dia Wamba 1988) note the tendency to super-impose external 
theories and argue that the study of social movements in Africa should not be 
an exercise in ‘abstract model building... Rather, the point is to underline 
actual forms of organisation and participation, democratic or otherwise, that 
have actually emerged in the historical development of popular movements in 
                                            
3 Chabot & Vinthagen (2015) describes Abahlali’s work as a decolonising struggle that 
engages informal settlement dwellers in contentious and constructive civic resistance. See 
also Chapter 3. 
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Africa’ (Mamdani, Mkandawire and Wamba dia Wamba, 1988, p. 980). This 
argument from African scholars echoes the conclusions highlighted in 
Section 2.2 from sociology about the imperative to look for context-specific, 
agency focused meaning, rather than seeking translation or application of 
imported theories of change, be they from science or the West. 
There is some African social movement research involving participatory 
approaches, for example, Langdon, Larweh, & Cameron (2014), who studied 
the application of indigenous and participatory methodologies in an African 
movement in Ghana. This research highlighted the importance of local 
ownership and the place of people’s narratives, finding that ‘the sheer 
rootedness of these local narratives is proving to be a strong source of 
resistance and alterity’ (Langdon et al., 2014, p. 29). Subsequently, Langdon 
(2016) found that local, subjugated knowledge provides avenues for 
resistance and allows for the contestation of neo-liberalism’s regime of truth 
and meaning (Langdon, 2016). This guidance about subjugated knowledge 
has been applied in this research project, which uses an interpretative 
approach to explore informal settlement dwellers’ social meaning and, as a 
consequence, will also incorporate approaches that seek to highlight local 
knowledge forms (see also Section 2.6 and Chapters 4 and 7). 
To summarise points of relevance for this research, social movement theory 
highlights the role of identity and its place in change processes, as well as 
the way in which social movements develop patterns or repertoires of action, 
a theme of this study (which focuses on SDI’s approach to 
repertoires/rituals). Social movement theory highlights the centrality of 
contention and conflict, also a topic in this study, which will focus on the 
place of conflict within broader patterns of social relations. This section has 
highlighted the importance of examining the relationship between social 
movements and authorities, the exploration of ‘popular sovereignty’, which 
links to internal democracy and ownership, and the requirement to examine 
impact and consequences of movement activity. These aspects will all be 
explored in the research, and are summarised in Figures 2.2 and 2.3. Lastly, 
there is the reminder of the need to avoid generalisations when studying 
African social movements; the context of these movements needs to 
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preeminent, in order to avoid super-imposing external theories or approaches 
to knowledge. An important aspect of context is covered in the next section. 
2.4 Urban studies and informality 
The context of the study is not only as an African social movement. The 
study is situated in informal settlements and in (primarily) larger urban 
settings. The research’s focus on change strategies in the specific context of 
informal settlements leads to an examination of literature relevant to 
communities on the periphery of modern African cities. This section’s 
inclusion is based on the understanding that urban studies involve knowledge 
informed by a situated position in the city, which can also link to strategic 
action focused on social justice from city dwellers (Wyly, 2010). Urban 
studies thus provide a framework for knowledge and change in these 
contexts. 
Slums and informal settlements are places of material disadvantage (Davis, 
2006) and inadequacy. The latter is a key feature of UN-Habitat’s 
understanding of slums, which is focused on physical, legal and social 
inadequacies and insecurities (UN-Habitat, 2003). In response to these 
locations of inadequacy and disadvantage, UN-Habitat’s global imperative is 
for the improvement – if not the eradication – of slums reflected in both the 
United Nations’ Millennium Development Goals4 and in the succeeding 
Sustainable Development Goals5 (United Nations, 2016).  
UN-Habitat distinguishes between slums and informal settlements, noting an 
overlap but recognising that informal settlements are usually locations 
associated with squatting or informal subdivisions, in which there can be 
significant variations of structures (some just as simple dwellings but others 
being much more established; UN-HABITAT, 2003).6  
Informal settlements have a significant history in Southern Africa, in general 
reflecting a standard pattern of colonial establishment, viz ‘a well-built formal 
                                            
4 In the MDGs, Target 7(d) sought a significant improvement in the lives of at least 100 
million slum dwellers by 2020. 
5 In the SDGs, for Goal 11 the target is to ensure access for all to adequate, safe and 
affordable housing and basic services and upgrade slums by 2030. 
6 See Chapter 3 for more on terminology of slums and informal settlements. 
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core, surrounded by large areas of informal settlements’, in which ‘[T]he 
inner-city area was protected by the colonial powers from encroachment. The 
design resembles the feudal European design of a castle or walled city with 
the poor beyond the walls’ (UN-Habitat, 2003, p. 22). These traditions of 
geographical, social and economic marginality are still apparent in the 
research communities, as will be outlined in later chapters. 
However, informal settlements are more than the legacy of colonialism. Their 
current presence and growth are within the context of global urbanisation, or 
an ‘urban age’ (UN-Habitat, 2013, p. v) which is driving people from rural to 
urban areas. Informal settlements are also a by-product of the global 
economic paradigm of neo-liberalism, since neo-liberalism encourages the 
‘the retreat of the national state, liberalization of trade, markets and financial 
systems and privatization of urban services’ (UN-Habitat, 2003, p. 37). This 
paradigm encourages transnational corporations to seek low-cost, peripheral 
areas for their expanding operations (Mazzolini, 2014). In the words of 
Swilling (2008), this action by multinationals is a consequence of the reality 
that ‘the power of those who control the world’s resources depends on the 
systematic disempowerment of the global poor.’ (Swilling, 2008, p. 502) UN-
Habitat argues (2003) that this urban pattern is in fact a return to the past, 
since trade liberalisation and the privatisation of urban services has 
contributed to a global regime which parallels that of the mercantilist 19th 
century ‘when slums were at their worst in Western cities and colonialism 
held global sway’ (UN-Habitat, 2003).  
For some Southern African countries including Zambia, the proliferation and 
conditions of informal settlements also derive from the policies and programs 
of the Bretton-Woods institutions, especially Structural Adjustment Programs 
(Davis, 2006; Green, 2008), since the state has been forced to retreat from 
urban planning and traditional municipal services. Furthermore, domestic 
government policies have impacted on urban poor people in sub-Saharan 
African countries. Some scholars see a history of post-independence 
governments continuing colonial policies that exclude the poor, encourage 
patronage and focus economic benefits to just a small section of society (de 
Waal & Ibreck, 2013; Jackson & Rosberg, 1984). This means an over-
emphasis on the welfare of the middle class to the exclusion of the poor, so 
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that informal settlement dwellers are increasingly forgotten (Ballard, 2012) 
because ‘post-colonial elites have inherited and greedily reproduced the 
physical footprints of segregated colonial cities’ (Davis, 2006, p. 96).  
This view of cities has led to some states in the global South waging war on 
slums, since they are perceived as not having a role in a modern city; they 
are considered ‘the spatial embodiment of failure’ (Meth, 2013, p. viii). If this 
is true, then the researched communities are potential war-zones, places in 
which informal settlement dwellers are battling against the state. Yet (as will 
be shown) in some cases, although there are tensions between settlement 
dwellers and authorities, there is also evidence of creative, conciliatory 
approaches, or an awareness of other dimensions of relatedness and 
interaction. 
Davis argues (2006) that because slums are places of increasing inequality 
that draw in rural people with the promise of non-existent jobs, any efforts to 
upgrade slums – usually undertaken by urban NGOs – are misguided, divert 
political rage and avoid any long-term strategy for alleviating urban poverty. 
However, in-situ upgrading is a key strategy within SDI, leading to the 
question about the appropriateness of this approach, although this needs to 
be explored within the context of the informal settlement dwellers’ agency: 
who is making decisions about upgrades and what is the role and stated 
interest of inhabitants in this approach? 
By way of alternate theorising, Lefebvre argues for the Right to the City, a 
right which he maintains ‘manifests itself as a superior form of rights: right to 
freedom, to individualization in socialization, to habitat and to humanity’ 
(Lefebvre, 1996, p. 173). This entails a theory of the city and of urban society 
which incorporates both science and art, and is a vision that can only be 
achieved by the working class, or informal settlement dwellers (Lefebvre, 
1996). Huchzermeyer (2011) argues that the right to the city encompasses 
three dimensions: to be able to shape the city, to inhabit significant locations 
(including informal settlement dwellers’ current communities), and to 
participate in decision-making. Through these dimensions, the right to the city 
has the potential to create a new form of citizenship that challenges capitalist 
relationships in the process (Purcell, 2003). The language and ideas are 
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utopian, echoing the class-based vision of Paulo Freire (1970, 1994), but 
also echoing the duality within the notion of ubuntu-ism – the Southern 
African understanding of individuality within collectivism, since informal 
settlement dwellers are asserting their relationship with other city dwellers. 
A rights-based approach to informal settlements has been explored in the 
South Africa context through the work of Abahlali baseMjondolo (for example 
Beyers, 2017), and more generally by Huchzermeyer (2011, among others); 
in this approach, poor households create and defend their presence in cities 
and act out of their belief in their own rights. In so doing, when they combine 
together and move beyond passive acceptance of their situation, they 
highlight the potential of social movements not just to claim a space but to 
impact on the role, meaning and structure of the city: ‘when squatter 
movements break their relationships of dependency vis-à-vis the state, they 
may become potential agents of social change’ (Castells, 1983, p. 194). This 
encourages a perspective that moves beyond a sense of the marginality of 
urban poor to see the centrality of their role and place in urban settings. 
Castells points out that in the interaction between grassroots movements and 
urban change, urban social movements can contribute to the production of 
‘new urban meaning’ (Castells, 1983, p. 303), and a clearer understanding of 
core urban functions. Some of these issues are explored in Chapter 8, which 
highlights interactions between SDI members and government 
representatives and demonstrates informal settlement dwellers’ attempts to 
contribute to urban understandings at municipal and international levels. 
Urban meaning, or the theory of the city, also involves a recognition that, 
over millennia, cities have been places of creativity and energy, and have 
acted as crucibles of human development. However, within this historical 
trend, current urbanisation processes magnify levels of inequality and the 
destructive impact of large cities (Soja, 2000). The impact of capitalism, 
which contributes to this negative process, has created geographies that 
constrain efforts for equality. Thus, modern cities require a recognition of 
inequalities but also the possibility of a different, emergent reality. For Soja, 
this is in the idea of the postmetropolis, a ‘model of contemporary social and 
economic development, but also as a “metaphysical reality”, a place where 
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the real and the imagined are persistently comingled in ways we have only 
begun to understand’ (Soja, 2000, p. 148).  
An awareness of spatial dimensions is critical in this analysis, contributing to 
the possibility of new cultural politics driven by spatially informed ideas of 
social justice, participatory democracy, and citizenship rights and 
responsibilities. Spatial dimensions begin with the body and self and 
encompass a recognition of the complex interactions we have with all 
aspects of our environment. As spatial beings, our performance takes place 
at different scales, which include distant geographies. There is a connection 
between the personal and the communal – or ‘the social production of space’ 
(Soja, 2009, p. 2) – that can be extended to include the urban and beyond, 
such as national or international spaces. This perspective provides an 
understanding of the levels of connectivity that may be present in the lives of 
people in the research communities, whose bodies are engaged in local 
interactions, but whose actions, as a movement, have the potential to impact 
on much larger geographies. For Pieterse (2010), this sense of 
connectedness has particular relevance for Africa, where there are 
opportunities to explore what social flourishing means in the context of 
African cities (and ontologies). Some of what this means specifically for 
research participants can be seen in Chapter 9, for example how the practice 
of exchanges allows for the embodied connection between local and 
international and can bring together settlement dwellers and municipal 
authorities in new models of co-operation and interaction. 
In summary, informal settlements in the context of contemporary African 
cities can be places of desperation and exclusion, with historical roots in 
colonisation but also caught in currents of globalisation and more local 
political forces. Yet, informal settlements are also places of change. There is 
a dynamic between informal settlement dwellers and the city that – at least in 
theory, and to be explored in the study – goes beyond passive fatalism. For 
some scholars, cities are also places in which new futures and new 
understanding of space, democracy, and justice as well as urban meaning 
can emerge. These ideas focus this research project; are the informal 
settlements under examination engaged in exploring the right to the city in 
their contexts? Are they developing new urban meanings, and if so how are 
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these meanings being developed and shared? How is spatiality and the 
sense of scale between different geographies manifested across the 
communities? 
2.5 Education theory and change 
The role of education theory may not be immediately obvious. However, its 
importance relates to how skills and information (content) about change are 
developed, transferred and adapted within and between contexts; that is, as 
a key component within approaches to change, as represented in Figure 2.1. 
Furthermore, as will be expanded here, historically, models of education link 
to social change, either working for the continuation of systems of oppression 
or helping learners embrace change opportunities. Thirdly, education theory 
relates to identity and to the context of informal settlement dwellers, noting 
that education is always contextualised in particular historical, cultural, 
political, and social settings (Figueiredo-Cowen & Gastaldo, 1995).  
Within the historical context of Southern Africa and other parts of the 
colonised world, particular education approaches introduced by the 
colonisers played a role in extending and maintaining an unjust, oppressive 
system (Freire, 1978). Paralleling perspectives noted in theories of social 
change (Section 2.2) and in colonising approaches to philosophy (to be 
covered in Section 2.6), colonial education systems in Africa derived from 
views of African inferiority (according to Serpell, Mumba, & Chansa-kabali, 
2011), which was a  
hegemonic imposition by Christian missionaries from Europe in the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in the name of evangelization, 
and further entrenched by a colonial administration that shared with 
the missions assumptions of European cultural superiority and a view 
of African cultures as devoid of ideas relevant to the design of 
education (Serpell et al., 2011, p. 79). 
Mamdani (1996) argues that British indirect rule tapped into existing cultures 
to increase authoritarianism and domination of the colonised subjects, and in 
South Africa fostered an urban-based, education model ‘that systematically 
organized a racially justified substandard education for school youth’ 
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(Mamdani, 1996, p. 231). In the process, colonial rule changed perspectives 
on local expertise, so that people no longer trusted in their neighbour’s 
knowledge and ideas and ‘cultures and practices of horizontal, community 
learning and knowledge [became] half-buried’ (Reeler, 2005, p. 7), replaced 
by the expert knowledge of outsiders. 
Colonising education approaches were focused on rigid, formal banking 
education (Freire, 1970), whereby students were considered empty vessels, 
to be filled with knowledge deposited by the teacher as the all-knowing 
authority. In Freire’s analysis, banking education is oppressive because it 
requires learners to adapt to the oppressor’s society and takes away their 
ability to be subjects and creators of their own reality, instead designating 
them as objects or spectators. This is a system in which learners are 
encouraged not to think about change, that those in charge are too powerful 
and will resist and overcome any attempt for change. This form of education 
sought to de-Africanise the national population, as well as prepare low-level 
administrators who could serve the needs of the colonial bureaucracy. In this 
setting, colonised peoples’ only ‘hope of salvation lay in becoming “white” or 
“black with white souls”’ (Freire, 1978, p. 13).  
The banking model of education is to be contrasted with problem-posing 
education, in which the learner and the teacher discover and create 
knowledge together and unveil reality, which is explored as they consider 
problems related to themselves and the world. Hence, problem posing takes 
‘people’s historicity as their starting point’ and affirms ‘men and women as 
beings in the process of becoming’ (Freire, 1970, p. 65), highlighting both 
their incompleteness and the mutability of history and reality. Problem-posing 
education is a dialogical process, involving both the learner and educator 
interactively in action and reflection (praxis) and allowing the learner to read 
the word and read the world (Freire & Macedo, 1987) as a subject of history 
who then has the possibility of creating a differently structured society. 
This liberating approach to education is the responsibility of teachers and all 
leaders, since pedagogy goes beyond the classroom and links to sociology, 
revolution, politics and class struggle (Mayo, 1994; Tarlau, 2017). This 
framework goes beyond personal development, or learning the skills to fit into 
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society; it is ‘anti-system’, an education approach which advocates ‘a radical 
transformation of the polity’ (Diani, 1996, p. 1057). 
Problem posing education must also involve conscientização, translated as 
conscientisation or critical consciousness. This is the process of self-
affirmation, of engaging in history as responsible subjects – as those who 
know and act, of developing the conviction that liberation is not a gift from 
leaders but the result of a fight (Freire, 1970). Conscientisation is an 
awakening derived through education and a claiming of one’s own humanity 
and place in history. 
Although banking education was introduced by the colonisers, some scholars 
(for example Harber, 1997; Nyirenda, 1996; Serpell, Mumba, & Chansa-
kabali, 2011) argue its role continues, so that modern education systems are 
‘designed by the elite and attempt to adjust people to fit into given societies. 
People are treated as objects into which superior beings, that is the elite, 
pour knowledge’ (Nyirenda, 1996, p. 12). Unequal power arrangements are 
thus perpetuated – intentionally and unintentionally – through educational 
practices.  
Relating this discussion to the research, the banking model is a dominant 
approach in formal education in contemporary Southern Africa and is likely to 
be the system experienced by most people, including those informal 
settlement dwellers who attended formal schooling and which may have 
discouraged any ideas of creating change. Problem-posing, dialectic learning 
provides a theoretical alternative within a framework of popular education. 
This approach can strengthen agency and the making of history by learners, 
it has the potential to address structural issues (anti-system), and to recover 
some of the community-based, African approaches to knowledge and 
learning (Reeler, 2005). Nevertheless, it is important not to over-romanticise 
pre-colonial society (Harber, 1997; Mulenga, 2001) or to devalue the power 
of people to keep making history, culture and identity (Said, 1993). 
Social movements also contribute to education theory and practice, as 
settings in which liberating approaches to education can be found. Social 
movements offer contexts in which social learning, which is more democratic 
and participatory than traditional models, can be brought together with social 
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action, allowing an organisational strengthening of action and social change 
(Westoby & Shevellar, 2012) and the empowerment of learners. 
A key role for social movements is in the engagement of members in 
collective reinterpretation of the meaning of action (Melucci, 1996). 
Knowledge creation in social movements is not just academic or scientific 
knowledge but is the ‘broader cognitive praxis that informs all social activity’ 
(Eyerman & Jamison, 1991, p. 49) and includes formal and informal, 
objective and subjective, and professional and popular knowledge. In this 
perspective, the principal meaning of social movements is to be bearers of 
new ideas that have the power to be disseminated into wider society and 
create widespread change at a societal or cultural level, for example through 
the environmental movement.  
Social movements are typically associated with informal learning (for 
example Foley, 1999, 2001), which takes place in the course of social action, 
and within a local context. This can be viewed as cognitive praxis, which 
includes ‘the relations to knowledge that characterize particular social 
movements, the concepts, ideas and intellectual activities that give them their 
cognitive identity’ (Eyerman & Jamison, 1991, p. 3). Cognitive praxis draws 
on the creative role of consciousness in action, noting the echoes of Freire’s 
concepts of praxis and critical consciousness. A change in consciousness is 
required in order for people to see that action is necessary and possible. This 
approach lies within the tradition of the Highlander Centre that influenced a 
generation of civil rights activists in the US, embraced an educational 
practice which was participatory and liberating, and which involved people in 
the creation of both their own knowledge and a new society (Horton & Freire, 
1990). 
Brazil’s Landless Workers’ Movement (MST) has sought to apply Freirean 
pedagogical principles to their movement. Educational practices include 
informal education programs, a commitment to socialist and humanist values, 
and a willingness to occupy schools as an expression of landless people’s 
rights to education (Diniz-Pereira, 2013). MST’s approach has relevance for 
social movement theory on social change, since MST’s work brings to the 
fore the pedagogical power of social movements and the role of informal and 
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alternative education practices in social mobilisation (Tarlau, 2014). MST 
provides an example of a social movement in which radical, participatory 
learning links to radical, transformative practice. 
The discussion around education theory can be summarised as follows. 
Historical and contemporary education processes have contributed to the 
oppression of colonised people, with these models leaving a difficult legacy in 
Southern Africa. Such educational practices focus on the power of the 
teacher/leader and teach learners that the status quo is immutable and the 
prospect of change unrealistic. In contrast, social movement learning and 
critical education theory suggest that liberating education practices can break 
from colonial and oppressive influences, and instead support agency, 
informal education approaches, subjectivity and co-learning, a process which 
changes the relationship between leader/teacher and learner. Identity and 
culture are bound up in social movement learning processes, so that identity 
is formed in social movements, but in a dialogical way, in processes which 
involve action and reflection and knowledge creation.  
This research project will examine both the practices used by informal 
settlement dwellers in learning and sharing their knowledge about change, as 
well as the theoretical linkages between education and mobilising for change. 
Education has implications across the three areas of theory (education as 
liberation and conscientisation), context (traditions of learning in Southern 
Africa and in SDI) and approaches to change in the conceptual framework, 
although the focus will be within the area of approaches to change. Figure 
2.3 highlights that there is an opportunity to contribute to the theoretical 
discussion around change and education, which will explored in part in 
Chapter 9 with a focus on the practice of Exchanges as the SDI movement’s 
key approach to learning, examining how this embodied and ritualistic 
learning practice contributes to change at multiple levels for settlement 
dwellers and also contributes to identity work for people in communities.  
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2.6 Politics of knowledge/post-colonial theory7 
Much of the social change theorising has developed in and been focused on 
Western (or developed) world settings, including: the application of natural 
laws to social science, ideas related to conflict theory (although conflict 
theory has been the basis for theoretical development by non-Western 
writers such as Fanon, Biko, Cabral, Nyerere), and much of social movement 
theory, which has largely focused on social movements within Western 
nation-states and societies (Della Porta & Diani, 2006; Diani, 1992; Tilly, 
1992). The same critique can be directed at mainstream debates within 
education theory, with assumptions about knowledge and learning processes 
derived from European, rational-scientific traditions which overlook or 
devalue non-Western knowledge systems and learners. 
Post-colonial scholars (for example Escobar, 2004; Maldonado-Torres, 2011; 
Mamdani, 2001; Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2015) raise questions about the politics 
that underpin the creation and dissemination of theory and knowledge. For 
them, the idea that theories of social change can be generalised across 
contexts really means Western theory and ideas being imposed on 
developing world contexts, a process which ignores or perpetuates 
colonialism and power asymmetries. Instead, ideas about social change must 
be considered within the history of colonialism, which leads post-colonial 
scholars to a view of ‘coloniality as a fundamental problem in the modern (as 
well as postmodern and information) age, and of decolonization or 
decoloniality as a necessary task that remains unfinished’ (Maldonado-
Torres, 2011, p. 2). For these scholars, ideas about social change must 
recognise how the discourse has been affected by its place within modernity 
and the broader sweep of Western intellectual thought, since this heritage is 
directly linked to the project of coloniality and to the elevation of Eurocentric 
thought into universal theory (Mamdani, 2012). Modernism has a singular 
approach to development, allowing for one perspective on a final 
developmental outcome; however, this world view excludes peoples and 
                                            
7 Some scholars (for example Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2015) argue for decoloniality as a separate 
theme to post-colonial theory, because of its power to expose ‘the ‘hidden script’ of 
modernity known as coloniality’ (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2015, p. 19). However, many themes in 
decoloniality literature are explored by post-colonial writers and the latter term has more 
profile and currency across the literature. The use of the term post-colonial does not exclude 
work done by academics focusing on decoloniality. 
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alternative perspectives, particularly those in the developing world (Mamdani 
et al., 1988).  
In the post-colonial critique, the African lived experience of social change is 
the reality of the damage inflicted by genealogies of coloniality (Ndlovu-
Gatsheni, 2015). For Africans, social change includes the historical 
imposition of colonialism, with its negation of African culture, philosophy and 
knowledge, an experience that still leaves Africa in subordination within the 
global system. Thus, theories of social change are implicated in the 
oppression and subjugation of indigenous people. Furthermore, for post-
colonial scholars, theories of social change have preferenced Western ideas 
and epistemologies and have devalued indigenous people, their cultures and 
cosmologies, since these people are perceived as undeveloped and in need 
of change (Escobar, 1995). 
Consequently, development remains a challenge because the global world 
system is resistant to decoloniality, which requires epistemic de-linking from 
modernity/coloniality (Mignolo, 2007). Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2013) argues that 
real, meaningful change requires the intensification of decolonisation and an 
on-going resistance to an asymmetric system that maintains Africa’s 
subordination. In response to this subordination, decolonisation needs to be 
deepened to deal with ‘cultural, psychological and epistemological issues’, as 
must the process of de-imperialisation, or a radical re-ordering of the global 
system (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013, p. 349).  
The recognition of the asymmetry between colonisers and colonised people 
can provide a basis for re-ordering, for asking how non-Western 
epistemologies might be brought to the fore, particularly in considering how 
knowledge about communities – and how they change – is being created 
(Chilisa, 2012; Tuhiwai Smith, 2012). Rather than situating sociological 
theory in traditions related to Weber, Comte or Durkheim and their place 
within Western society and epistemologies, post-colonial and indigenous 
scholars argue that the starting point for understanding communities and 
societies must be those contexts themselves. The starting point is to ask, 
‘Where is the centre of knowledge and information about a community or 
people located?’ (Chilisa 2012, p. 10). By following this line of questioning, it 
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is possible to propose a different orientation towards knowledge and towards 
how change happens; one that puts the context, culture and knowledge 
systems of the communities or societies at the centre of any consideration of 
change. This perspective, derived from the requirement to decolonise 
knowledge, echoes Section 2.3 on African social movements, which likewise 
highlighted the importance of focusing on context and avoiding the imposition 
of external theory. 
Chilisa’s (2012) line of questioning encourages a (re)discovery of African and 
indigenous traditions of theory, culture and philosophy, since it is these 
traditions which emerged in African cultures – sustained cultures that made 
‘abiding human sense in the African human environment’ (Meki Nzewi as 
quoted in Mungwini & Viriri, 2010, p. 36). In using the term ‘indigenous’, the 
tensions in the meaning of the term are acknowledged, recognising positively 
that indigeneity can link with a ‘historical continuity with pre-invasion and pre-
colonial societies’ (UN Study of the Problem of Discrimination against 
Indigenous Populations, as quoted in Anaya, 2000, p. 95), and with a 
commitment to resistance and a determination to survive (United Nations, 
2009). However, indigeneity can be viewed as an artificial construct of the 
coloniser, one that facilitated the denial of human rights of colonised people 
(Mamdani, 2001). It can also result in an essentialism which reinforces 
indigeneity as one side of the centre/margin binary and limits people’s 
capacity to tap into hybrid approaches (Gandhi, 1998). This thesis recognises 
the tensions in the term, yet also acknowledges that the term provides an 
opportunity to signify local ideas, which have a history, tradition and home 
within African and other communities. However, the use of ‘indigenous’ as a 
description of culture, ontology and philosophy is not prescriptive and 
recognises the place of agency and hybridity in how new ideas are 
investigated and developed. 
Of particular relevance for this research project and the debate on African 
traditions is the concept of ubuntu, since it is an indigenous philosophy and 
ontology (Mungwini & Viriri, 2010) that carries significant, contemporary 
relevance and because it carries such a deep sense of identity and 
relationality. Ubuntu is characterised by an understanding that an individual’s 
existence is intimately tied up with others and this existence relies on a ‘deep 
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humanistic philosophy of obligatory interrelatedness’ (Swanson, 2009, p. 19). 
Mkabela (2005) argues there is no I-thou relationship in the philosophical 
approach of ubuntu to the world, rather there is an understanding of a 
‘collective mode of consciousness’ (Mkabela, 2005, p. 186), which reorders 
the relationship between the self and the other and the self and the world, 
and calls for a letting go of the focus on the self. 
In ubuntu, the sense of humanness (ontology) is linked to belonging and 
participating (in community), hence Archbishop Tutu writes,  
We belong in a bundle of life. We say, "A person is a person through 
other persons." It is not, "I think therefore I am." It says rather: "I am 
human because I belong. I participate, I share." A person with Ubuntu 
is open and available to others, affirming of others, does not feel 
threatened that others are able and good, for he or she belongs in a 
greater whole and is diminished when others are humiliated or 
diminished, when others are tortured or oppressed, or treated as if 
they were less than who they are (Tutu, 1999, p. 31) 
Not only is this an affirmation of humanity, it provokes a different approach to 
knowledge, and a recognition of the connection between ubuntu and an 
approach to truth-seeking, as seen in the ‘Third Way’ approach of the South 
African Truth and Reconciliation Commission (van Zyl, 1999, p. 648). Ubuntu 
also invokes restorative justice, which is ‘characteristic of traditional African 
jurisprudence’ (Tutu, 1999, p. 54) 
Both Tutu (1999) and Chilisa (2012) contrast ubuntu with Western 
philosophical traditions. Chilisa focuses on the distinction between the 
rational logic and certainty of the Cartesian formulation ‘I think therefore I am’ 
with the paradoxical nature and nebulous formulation of ubuntu, expressed in 
different ways, such as ‘I am we; I am because we are; we are because I am, 
I am in you, you are in me’ (Chilisa, 2012, p. 108). The former saying 
prioritises logic, personal positionality, individualism, cognition and a self-
constructed view of reality. The latter emphasises connectedness, inter-
dependency, community and an awareness of relationships with a range of 
entities, including ‘the living and the non-living’ (Chilisa, 2012, p. 109).  
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Southern theory, such as the philosophy of ubuntu, have implications for 
discussions on the theory of social change since this philosophy focuses on 
the communal, on a mutual belonging and on different forms of justice, rather 
than some of the drivers of social change identified within Western social 
theory (such as individualism, leadership, and the application of the scientific 
to the social). African philosophies also require that greater priority be given 
to the significance of relationships, ‘between people, past, present, and 
future, and all living and non-living things’ (Cram, Chilisa, & Mertens, 2013, p. 
16), to a deeper acknowledgement of the role of religions, and to an 
awareness of being ‘in between’ (Nederveen Pieterse, 2001, p. 219) derived 
from the tensions between cultural heritages and a range of contemporary 
realities. Awareness of the place of relationships is explored in this study in a 
number of ways including the interpretivist methodological approach; their 
importance also emerges in findings related to levels of change and in 
education practices. The place of religion and the impact of diverse cultural 
heritages (ancient and modern) and how these are proactively used in 
developing approaches to change is a topic for exploration in Chapter 7, 
where a sense of malleability of local traditions is evident. 
A focus on indigenous ontologies and philosophies leads to an interrogation 
of some assumed (Western) concepts around social change, including: social 
change as the product of cause-and-effect (Durkheim), against change which 
emerges from within a wider cosmological framework; social change as 
progress (Comte), against a re-discovery of that which was lost; and the role 
of the individual actor (Weber), against the place of relationships within 
community/communities. 
The research project will seek to respond to questions about the place of 
local and indigenous knowledge in creating knowledge and theories about 
change. In using this alternative approach, the study explores the links 
between the three areas in the conceptual framework (context, theories and 
approaches), since a decolonising approach allows context to be given 
greater prominence both in the way theories of change are developed and in 
approaches to change. Furthermore, both of these (theory and approaches) 
become more context-specific than in generalised approaches.  
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However, the conclusions emerging from this section complement some of 
the conclusions from the section on sociology, since – as noted – there are 
scholars in Western traditions who argue against generalised approaches to 
social change and who also argue for a detailed study of context and a focus 
on subjective meanings of social action. This suggest that there is no 
requirement to ignore theories from Western traditions, but it is important to 
acknowledge the historical trajectory of this theorising – and its place in 
larger hegemonies – as well as to highlight where streams of contemporary 
Western theoretical discussion are complementing and supporting 
knowledge creation from post-colonial and indigenous contexts. The 
decolonising of knowledge has methodological implications, as explored in 
Chapter 4, which seeks to develop a methodological approach that better 
reflects African approaches to knowledge and research.8  
2.7 Conclusions 
What conclusions can be drawn to guide the study from across the diverse 
traditions of sociology, social movement theory, urban studies, education, 
and the politics of knowledge, particularly focusing on how the areas of 
theory, context and approaches overlap within the research question? Using 
these points, what is the warrant for this study and what role can it play in 
contributing to wider discussions about social change, noting its focus on 
levels of change in the particular context of people living in informal 
settlements in Southern Africa?  
As a consequence of the literature review, the conceptual framework in 
Figure 2.1 can be updated to incorporate guidance from the discussions 
across the different theoretical disciplines. This leads to the following 
representation (Figure 2.2), which shows, across the three areas, how key 
points from the literature review inform and guide the research project and 
the research question of How do people living in informal settlements in 
Southern Africa mobilise to create change at personal, household and 
community levels? 
                                            
8 The imperative to decolonise knowledge raises questions about my role as researcher, and 
the research’s provenance within a Western University. This is explored in Chapter 4 where I 
argue for a more nuanced understanding of my role as outsider. 
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The dot points in each circle summarise points of relevance for the study as 
guidance on issues that need to be explored in order to respond to the 
research question. Figure 2.2 also provides direction on the methodological 
approach. 
 
 
Figure 2-2 Guidance arising from literature review 
The visual presentation of Figure 2.2 can also be summarised in the following 
way, across the disciplines covered in Sections 2.2 – 2.6. Starting at the top 
circle, the theoretical discussions on social change and sociology highlight 
that there is no expectation of a grand theory, a set of rules or laws of change 
transplanted from the natural sciences, or ones that can be developed in one 
society and transferred into other contexts. In place of this expectation, the 
focus of this research project will be on social meaning and the exploration of 
agency by informal settlement dwellers who are subjects within their context. 
In keeping both with post-colonial scholars as well as Boudon and others 
from Western social theory traditions, it is expected that theoretical 
conclusions from this research project will be partial, contingent and 
exploratory; they will be analytical of processes, and seeking to explore the 
Theories about change:
- Focus on agency & social meaning 
not rules or general theory
- Change as resisting colonialism & 
re-asserting local traditions
- Focus on partial & contingent findings
- Avoid imposition of Western theory
- Seek non-Western & local approaches to theorising
Sociology and Southern Theory
Context of change:
- Informal settlements as places 
of hardship & hope
- Informal settlements as sites 
claiming the right to the city
- Social movements can provide context, 
guide approach and offer identity
- What are contextual repertoire of actions
- Legacy of neglect, oppression & exclusion 
needs to be counteracted
- Unique traditions need to be  highlighted
- Agency is possible in this context
- What shaping of the city is occuring?
Urban studies
Approaches to change:
- Change happens at multiple 
(personal->national) levels
- Identity work as part of change
- Potential of conflict
- Role of education & change
- Focus on agency of informal 
settlement dwellers
- Place of relationships in seeking change
Social movement studies, education
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nature of agency rather than reaching a set of nomothetic rules generalisable 
to other settings and contexts.  
The discussion on Southern, indigenous and post-colonial theories reinforce 
and add to theoretical themes from sociology. Theoretical approaches must 
link with the epistemologies, ontologies and culture of the local, African 
contexts of informal settlement dwellers, since knowledge is centred within 
their communities and societies. This is not a simplistic preference for pre-
colonial approaches, but it does require that the study is open to the interplay 
and flux of theory and knowledge between and within cultures. These areas 
(from sociology and Southern theory) are represented in the green circle in 
Figure 2.2, focusing on theories about change. 
From the circle on the left in Figure 2.2, and the discussion on social 
movement theory there emerges the potential impact of movements at 
different levels (personal, communal and national), the importance of identity, 
the role of social movements in developing repertoires that can be 
implemented and adjusted in a movement’s interaction with power holders, 
and the potential role of contention and conflict in social movements. Studies 
on African social movements emphasise the need to ground research 
processes within African contexts and to avoid superimposing concepts from 
other social and political contexts. Finally, social movement research 
suggests that social movements provide a context in which popular education 
approaches can be developed and promoted, a point which links to the 
discussion on education theory.  
The discussion on education summarises the relevance of Freire’s work for 
colonial and post-colonial Africa, social movement learning and popular 
education. The theoretical links between education and change, particularly 
building on some of Freire’s key concepts, provide a conceptual framework to 
explore educational practices in SDI and its change strategies. These areas 
are thus represented in the blue circle in Figure 2.2, focusing on approaches 
to change. 
Turning to the third circle, the discussion on urban studies highlights the 
specific history of cities and informal settlements in Southern Africa; however, 
the meaning of cities and slums is contested, taken to be locations from 
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which a new sense of urbanisation and the right to the city can emerge 
beyond places of deprivation. Cities can be places where new meanings of 
space and justice emerge. These diverse ways of seeing and imagining cities 
and slums are an important background for this research project, recognising 
the requirement to read the context and yet also to be open to perspectives 
that go beyond a binary understanding of either being places of deprivation 
or locations of hope. These are represented by the summary points listed in 
the orange circle on context of change in Figure 2.2. 
These three areas, and the key points in each circle, intersect to draw 
attention to the focus of the research, which seeks to integrate the diverse 
disciplines covered in this review. Further discussion on the links between 
the research findings and these disciplines is included in Chapter 10. 
This summary across traditions allows a re-working of the conceptual 
framework to provide an overview of the gaps or areas of ongoing debate of 
relevance to the study identified in this chapter, illustrated in Figure 2.3.  
 
 
This diagram helps to identify the contribution to knowledge that the study will 
make, highlighted as key questions or outstanding areas in each of the three 
Theories of change:
- What theory making happens 
in informal settlements?
- Beyond rules about change, what 
ideas of change might have wider 
relevance?
- Which methodologies are relevant to 
decolonising approaches?
- Is change making in informal 
settlements linked to wider 
decoloniality?
Context of change:
- What broader themes underpin 
contextual approaches?
- What does right to the city mean 
for SDI groups & communities?
- What linkages exist between 
levels (personal->national)?
- How might settlement dwellers be 
co-researchers & knowledge 
creators?
- What research strategy is relevant 
to settlement dwellers?
Approaches to change:
- How do settlement dwellers 
conceive & categorise approaches 
to change?
- What is place of conflict 
in creating change?
- What learning approaches are  
appropriated by settlement 
dwellers?
- How does change link with 
education?
- How does identity & agency 
link to change?
Figure 2-3 Identified gaps from the literature review 
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dimensions of theory, context and approaches to change, noting again that 
there is some overlap between them. The questions outlined in the diagram 
will be explored at different stages throughout the research, including in the 
development of the methodology in Chapter 4 (for example a research 
strategy relevant to the context), in the findings in Chapters 6 through 9 (for 
example the place of conflict) and in the conclusions in Chapter 10 (such as 
the underlying principles of creating change, which have relevance in other 
contexts). 
In summary, this chapter provides a theoretical background for the research 
question of How do people living in informal settlements in Southern Africa 
mobilise to create change at personal, household and community levels? 
including the two sub-questions: 
1  What approaches are used by individuals and groups in informal 
settlements in Southern Africa in their efforts to create positive 
changes at personal, family and community levels? 
2  How do informal settlement dwellers understand, learn about change 
and share their knowledge about creating change?  
The chapter has explored the specifics of the research question, developed a 
theoretical framework for the research project and identified how theory 
informs the direction of the study and its areas of its potential contribution to 
further, on-going theoretical debate. The next chapter examines in more 
detail the context of informal settlements as research communities, noting the 
guidance from this chapter about the importance of context in research and 
theory development. Chapter 4 considers research methodology before an 
examination of the research data (Chapter 5), research findings (Chapters 6-
9), and Discussion and Conclusions (Chapter 10).  
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CHAPTER 3. THE CONTEXT OF INFORMAL 
SETTLEMENTS 
The previous chapter established the theoretical framework for the study and 
provided guidance across the areas of theories of change, approaches to 
change and the context of change. 
 
 
Using the conceptual framework, this chapter focuses on the bottom right 
circle, the context of the research, although as will be shown, understanding 
the context of SDI as a social movement also illuminates aspects of 
approaches to change developed in the movement, particularly rituals.  
The research question asks How do people living in informal settlements in 
Southern Africa mobilise to create change at personal, household and 
community levels? Informal settlements are at the centre of this question and 
the overall research project. Hence the chapter provides some detail about 
the context of informal settlements, including information on informal 
settlements in Southern Africa as well as some basic details about the 
communities in the research, within the limits of ethical requirements about 
non-identification and anonymity. 
Given that the context of the people in the study is not only their local, 
geographical communities as informal settlements, but also their involvement 
in, ownership of, and identity within a social movement, the chapter provides 
Theories 
about change
Contexts of 
change
Approaches 
to change
Figure 3-1 Conceptual Framework 
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information on Slum Dwellers International as a movement with key 
repertoires and approaches.  
3.1 Slums or Informal Settlements 
Some aspects of informality were covered within the context of Urban 
Studies in Chapter 2, which examined ways in which cities and informal 
settlements were portrayed and which noted the connection between the 
project of colonialism and informality, as well as the post-independence 
growth of informal settlements, which is linked to global capitalism and 
domestic policy neglect. Perspectives on slums were noted, including ones 
that saw them as places of deprivation, but also places which point to a new 
meaning for cities, where slum dwellers can break the relationships of 
dependency and power asymmetries. 
SDI uses the terms slums and informal settlements almost interchangeably 
and argues that the term slum is more commonly used in Asia, including by 
people living in these communities, whereas shack is more common in Africa 
(Patel, Burra, & D’Cruz, 2001). SDI incorporates both titles into the name 
Shack/Slum Dwellers International. The terms informal settlements and 
urban poor are also used quite widely in SDI related literature, with the 
organisation’s website describing itself as ‘a network of community-based 
organisations of the urban poor’ (Shack/Slum Dwellers International, 2016a). 
This more general wording may also reflect the organisation’s growing 
emphasis on the place of poor people within the city, as evidenced by the 
movement’s programs such as Know Your City (Shack/Slum Dwellers 
International, 2016c).  
On terminology, Huchzermeyer (2011) notes that the term slum has long 
been associated with housing unsuitable for habitation or improvement and 
thus requiring demolition. She is concerned that different national initiatives, 
aligned with the UN-Habitat’s priorities around slum upgrading and which 
resonate with slogans such as Cities without Slums, overlook the agency of 
settlement dwellers and are too focused on eradication of slums, without a 
consideration of the social and political dimensions of these eradication 
programs. Huchzermeyer (2011) is also wary of the term informal settlement, 
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noting that the term has become interchangeable with slum, which then leads 
to global and local initiatives to eliminate informal settlements. 
This dissertation uses the term informal settlement. Notwithstanding 
Huchzermeyer’s (2011) concerns, the term informal settlement carries with it 
some important concepts around informality which are important – 
particularly the sense of in-betweenness implicit in the term – and its implied 
differentiation to the formal (such as formal dwellings, formal economy). 
These aspects highlight how people living in informal settlements are staking 
a claim within the city and also underline a sense of identity, both of which 
are explored in this research (see Chapters 7 on culture and 10 for 
conclusions around identity). 
3.2 Slum Dwellers International 
The study focuses on the experience of informal settlement dwellers in 
creating change. Nevertheless, although the study is not a case study of the 
SDI movement, the place of SDI is important, as part of the context of the 
study and as a movement and organisation, since research participants are 
members of the movement and the organisation was involved in the planning 
and logistics of the research.  
The rationale for involving SDI in the study is fourfold. Firstly, the movement 
provides a model of participation which better reflects the ‘citizen control’ 
rung of Arnstein’s Ladder of Participation (Arnstein, 1969). Although 
Arnstein’s model has been criticised for its normative approach (Oxford 
Policy Management, 2013) and its neglect of power and political realities 
(Carpentier, 2016), it nevertheless highlights the spectrum of approaches 
contained in the notion of participation, and identifies that much of what is 
described as participation is usually tokenistic and/or manipulative (Arnstein, 
1969). In contrast, SDI recognises that poor people could and should be in 
‘full charge of policy and managerial aspects, and be able to negotiate the 
conditions under which “outsiders” may change them’ (Arnstein, 1969, p. 
223). Thus, SDI appeared to offer a model of participation and control that 
inverts typical relationships between NGO professionals and the community 
and is more aligned with the approach to decolonising noted in Chapter 2. 
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Secondly, and linked to the first point, SDI presented as an organisation with 
an internal democratic structure (although there are some critiques about the 
depth of democracy in the movement, which will be covered in Section 3.3). 
Nevertheless, the organisation offered informal settlement dwellers 
opportunities to represent their groups and communities, and to participate in 
governance structures. This was an important manifestation of citizen control, 
or popular sovereignty (Wood & Tilly, 2016), because it provided a practical 
way in which informal settlement dwellers could engage in the organisational 
life of the movement. 
Thirdly, the scale and scope of SDI’s work was appealing. There is a 
substantial history (from the mid-1980s as noted below), meaning there were 
good opportunities to learn and reflect on that experience; the organisation is 
in a number of countries, suggesting that the broad organisational approach 
may have applicability and relevance in a range of contexts; and the 
organisation also identifies the importance of working at different levels 
(personal, group, settlement, regional), which reflected the scope of the 
research question. 
Fourthly, SDI’s educational practices were also appealing, particularly the 
use of learning exchanges as a way of learning and disseminating skills and 
knowledge. Given the research question’s focus on the link between 
education and change, SDI’s educational approach matched key interests of 
the research project. 
Some alternative organisations were also considered, including Southern 
African Homeless People’s Federation, Abahlali baseMjondolo, and Habitat 
for Humanity; however, these either lacked a presence across more than one 
country in Southern Africa or did not have the other features noted above. 
The origins of SDI are in India in the mid-1980s, in a network of pavement 
dwellers fighting eviction in Mumbai (Patel & Mitlin, 2001). A significant, early 
development was the creation of an alliance9 of complementary 
                                            
9 Generally, across the dissertation, ‘federation’ refers to a national, member-based 
organisation and ‘alliance’ refers either the combination of the federation(s) and the support 
NGO(s) or the international conglomeration of federations. However, for most research 
participants, SDI, alliance and federation tended to be used interchangeably. 
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organisations, consisting of the National Slum Dwellers Federation (NSDF), 
Mahila Milan or ‘Women Together’, a collective of savings and credit groups 
formed by pavement and slum dwellers, and SPARC, the Society for the 
Promotion of Area Resource Centres (Patel & Bartlett, 2009). Key to the 
development of this nascent alliance was the use of new approaches to bring 
women out of isolation, for example in crisis response, savings and housing 
strategies, as well as new organisational arrangements, such as using 
SPARC as a ‘resource’ NGO with community members maintaining control 
over organisational directions and resources.  
In 1991, links were created between the Indian federation and organisations 
in South Africa (see Chapters 8 and 9). The SDI alliance was born and grew 
into national and international networks of people in informal settlements. 
Currently it exists in 32 countries across Africa, Asia and Latin America 
(Shack/Slum Dwellers International, 2016a). By 2013, across all federations, 
SDI had profiled 6,000 informal settlements (Shack/Slum Dwellers 
International, 2016f). SDI focuses on six practices for change: 
1  Savings Schemes. These are focused around collecting small amounts of 
money, but provide an avenue for poor women to collectively address 
common livelihood struggles, articulate problems and develop a shared 
identity. Savings groups also provide a foundation for short-term loans. 
Men are not excluded from savings groups, but for SDI, women are 
usually at the centre of the household, with key responsibilities 
(Shack/Slum Dwellers International, 2016e). 
2  The central participation of women (as a more general practice). For SDI 
this is a critical aspect of gender-sensitive mobilisation strategies. It 
allows for the re-negotiating of gender relationships within families, 
communities, and organisations, and alters traditional male domination in 
communities in ways that strengthen grassroots leadership (Shack/Slum 
Dwellers International, 2016). 
3  Enumeration and Mapping. These are practices that involve household-
level socio-economic surveys (enumeration) and which create space for 
communities to identify developmental priorities and strengthen 
community cohesion (mapping). These community-planning activities 
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build political capital within and outside the settlement (Shack/Slum 
Dwellers International, 2016). 
4  Partnerships. SDI ‘engages with governments, international 
organisations, academia and other institutions wherever possible to 
create relationships that benefit the urban poor’ (Shack/Slum Dwellers 
International, 2016). Partners include other housing organisations, the 
local municipality, the state, and international donors. Partnerships impact 
at local to global level and are intended to achieve ‘community-driven 
development at scale’ (Shack/Slum Dwellers International, 2016). 
5  Slum upgrading. Although settlements are unique, there are common 
themes such as ensuring that relocation is a last resort and seeking 
improvements in the physical conditions and lives of settlement dwellers. 
Upgrades are not an end in themselves, but are intended to draw in 
politicians and policy makers, transform relationships and deepen 
democracy (Shack/Slum Dwellers International, 2016). 
6  Learning exchanges. Horizontal or community-to-community exchanges 
are the ‘primary learning strategy of SDI’ (Shack/Slum Dweller 
International, 2016). They contribute to a collective vision, unify and 
strengthen the network and allow for the local and global spread of ideas. 
They build an alternative community-based politic and an expertise 
focused on the knowledge and skills of settlement dwellers (Shack/Slum 
Dweller International, 2016). This practice is of particular importance 
given the focus of the research question and the role of education in 
contributing to change. 
In SDI language, these practices are rituals (Shack/Slum Dwellers 
International, 2012, 2015, 2016b), ritualised because of their constant 
sharing, repetition and adaptation across the global network (Patel & Mitlin, 
2001). They also represent the development of institutionalised ‘charismatic 
moments’ (Patel et al., 2001), routines that institutionalise and disseminate 
local activism across a global network. Rituals play an important role in 
building on the informal settlement dwellers’ own development practices ‘to 
transmit and embed ideas and practices in an easily understandable and 
memorable way’ (Bauman, Bolnick, & Mitlin, 2001, p. 37).  
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The link between SDI’s practice or rituals and social change has been 
recognised by different authors. Beck and Purcell (2013) note how savings 
groups (Practice 1) and the involvement of women (Practice 2) are focused 
on both changing social structures and strengthening trust, and Patel and 
Mitlin (2001) link community participation through slum upgrading (Practice 5) 
to resultant government policy change on slums. More broadly it has been 
argued that the Alliance’s work is a ‘creative repertoire of rituals and 
performances ... (that) creates the sort of feedback loop between general 
principles and specific goals which is at the heart of all active social change’ 
(Appardurai, 2004 as quoted in Patel & Bartlett, 2009, p. 7), noting that the 
term ‘repertoire’ here links with Tilly’s repertoires of contention (Tilly, 1981).  
These rituals, how they are portrayed by settlement dwellers, and how they 
are seen to work to create change are an important feature of this research 
project. SDI rituals link to the research question’s focus on approaches to 
change at different levels (sub-question 1) and will be explored in depth in 
Chapter 6 (the ritual of saving and change), Chapter 8 (the ritual of 
partnerships in relation to different levels of change) and Chapter 9 (the ritual 
of learning exchanges and change). The approach to learning within the 
movement (sub-question 2) also relates to rituals, and is explored in Chapter 
9 (learning exchanges and change). 
SDI has summarised its work in the following principles: 
1  A ‘voice of the urban (poor)’ and not a voice for the urban poor. 
2  Daily saving by members is a mobilising & developmental tool, 
creating accountability, self-reliance and financial and human resource 
management skills. 
3  The participation of women and of the most marginalised members of 
slum communities is central. 
4  Community learning and solidarity through horizontal exchange 
programmes. 
5  Incremental human settlement development. 
6  Grassroots-driven gathering of information through surveys, 
enumerations and settlement profiles. 
7  Solution-finding through negotiations and dialogue. 
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8  Community-based shelter training, including house modelling, 
community action planning and community design. 
9  Small core groups of professionals to provide technical and financial 
support to federations. 
10  Consistent engagement with local authorities through urban poor 
funds, enumeration data and citywide development strategies. 
11  International advocacy in order to strengthen local city level initiatives 
(Sokupa & Adlard, 2010, p. 1) 
These principles echo the six rituals and highlight the centrality of savings, 
exchanges, the involvement of women, a focus on housing and shelter within 
the settlement, the support provided by a small number of professionals and 
the importance of relationships of negotiation with authorities. Also notable is 
the focus on grassroots initiatives and the primary role of settlement dwellers 
as initiators and principal actors in the movement.  
SDI’s structure and its approach seek to counter the hegemonic view that 
poor people and informal settlers are unable to self-organise because of their 
poverty and informality, and that they constitute a problem that requires 
solutions that can only be provided by development professionals and 
governments (Shack/Slum Dwellers International, 2016d). SDI has 
established self-organising membership federations with structures that 
reach from local to international level, and which channel the mobilising 
capacity of settlement dwellers. The structure of the membership movement 
is intended to give informal settlement dwellers control over their own 
organisation – a form of popular sovereignty (Wood & Tilly, 2016) – as well 
as establishing a democratic structure in which members can be elected by 
their peers to community-level, regional, national or international positions. 
This aligns with the intention to deepen democracy for settlement dwellers, 
also noted in the ritual on enumeration above (Patel et al., 2001). It also 
contrasts with the informal settlement dwellers’ previous patronising 
experiences with external NGOs, in which community members had no 
power to choose issues or allocate resources (Patel & Mitlin, 2001).  
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A people’s organisation strengthens the voice of settlement dwellers:  
The organizational choice of a community based organization and 
NGO configuration reflected the belief that the voices of the urban 
poor should be heard directly rather than through intermediary 
institutions such as NGOs. Who was better qualified and equipped to 
speak for the poor than the poor themselves? (Patel, Burra, D’Cruz, 
2001, p. 48).  
To support the movement, each national federation has a resource NGO with 
expertise in areas such as micro-finance or housing, the ‘dedicated 
professional support arm’ (SDI South African Alliance, 2012a) of the 
federation. According to SDI worker Joel Bolnick (2008), the partnership 
between the federation and the professional NGO has a number of 
outcomes: it reduces the risk of community leaders abusing positions of trust; 
it provides a funding conduit, since donors will not deal directly with social 
movements; it establishes financial systems, and it allows for the translation 
of membership ideas and processes to the broader development sector, a 
goal which contributes to the two-way sharing of knowledge within the sector.  
There are inherent tensions in this approach, recognised by Bolnick and 
others in the movement, including the acceptance of the broader hegemony 
of the development sector with its imbalance of power relations (Biekart & 
Fowler, 2012), particularly between northern INGOs/funders and local 
community agencies (Makuwira, 2014), and the recognition of the constant 
need for the re-negotiation of power dynamics because of the on-going 
possibility of the support NGO dominating the partnership and controlling the 
process (Bolnick, 2016; Bolnick, Phyfer, Govender, & Bean, 2008). The 
federations require professionals to ‘whom they entrust their most critical 
instruments for change’ (Bolnick, 2008, p. 326). In practical terms, this means 
authorising the support NGO to undertake key technical roles, recognising 
that sometimes technical expertise can lead to power differences and 
contribute to tensions within the broader structure of the movements.  
The ecosystem of the alliance is different from most INGOs, whose genesis 
and headquarters are often in the developed world (for example World Vision 
International, Plan International, CARE International). Patel et al note, ‘NGOs 
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have been established by middle-class people whose vision of the world 
reflects their own social and economic backgrounds; as such, they are poorly 
placed to determine priorities for a movement of the urban poor’ (Patel, 
Burra, D’Cruz, 2001, p. 48). Swilling (2008) comments that part of the 
significance of the SDI approach is the way that the federation plaits together 
development strands which are usually compartmentalised by NGOs, thus 
reflecting a better orientation to community issues as well as better 
integration than that of international NGOs. 
3.3 Perspectives on SDI and its practices 
SDI has been included in academic literature over the last two decades, 
although this has focused on South Africa or India, with less academic 
research on SDI in Zambia. Some literature has been generated by SDI 
leaders, for example the tensions related to the organisation’s structure, 
history and approach (Bolnick, 1999).10 Some work involves partnerships 
between SDI personnel and academics, including the importance of 
communities being organised (Bauman et al., 2001), the justification for 
funding support for organised communities (Bolnick et al., 2006), and the 
inherent contradictions and tensions in the structure between the people’s 
movement and the support NGOs of the federations (Bolnick, 2008). Other 
writings cover specific aspects of SDI’s approach to housing (Bolnick & 
Bradlow, 2010; Bradlow, Bolnick, & Shearing, 2011) or micro-finance 
(Bolnick, 2016), the practice of exchanges (Patel & Mitlin, 2002), learnings 
from relocations (Patel & Bartlett, 2009), as well as the work of SDI in the 
context of a rights-based approach to development (Mitlin & Patel, 2005).  
Chapter 2 highlighted the link between SDI and Lefebvre’s Right to the City, 
which is reflected in SDI-related literature (Patel, Baptist & D’Cruz, 2012). 
The link between enumeration and the right to the city has also be articulated 
(Patel et al., 2012)11, since enumerations assist with the development of 
identity and provide a basis for engagement with the state. For SDI, the right 
to the city means being able to stay in low-income, high-density settlements 
                                            
10 Bolnick is the Manager of the SDI Global Secretariat. 
11 See also Chapter 8 on the Right to the City. 
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(Patel & Mitlin, 2001), despite pressure from authorities and land developers 
to relocate. 
Case studies focusing on SDI include Beck and Purcell (2013) – who note 
the links between SDI and the ideas of Paulo Freire and Saul Alinsky – and 
Mitlin (2008), highlighting the co-production strategies of the movement. 
Mitlin and Satterthwaite (2013) also profile SDI as an example of a social 
movement approach to urban poverty in the Global South. SDI has been 
seen as part of a tradition that has started to recognise the complexity of the 
State, and the need for community organisations to engage with different 
state structures (Swilling, 2008). The work of the federation in India in 
deepening democracy has been noted, particularly because of the linkages 
from local contexts to international networks (Appadurai, 2001). Westoby 
(2014) notes the correlation between self-mobilisation and state engagement, 
since the process of self-mobilisation has the potential to change the nature 
of the relationship of the state to the communities: ‘Self-help is a foundation 
for the mobilisation needed to claim rights and draw the state into being a co-
producer of services, rather than a deliverer of development’ (Barefoot 
Collective 2011, as quoted in Westoby, 2014). 
SDI and its approach does have its critics. Despite a structure designed to 
balance the primary concerns and ownership of settlement dwellers 
(members) against the service role of the professional NGO, SDI has been 
criticised as an organisation dominated by staff and well-resourced founders 
who are ‘middle-class activists’, resulting in a class divide within the 
organisation. The critique argues that, as a result of these internal class-
distinctions, international funding does not benefit the urban poor (Podlashuc, 
2011). Implicit in this criticism is the charge that SDI is not really a movement 
of poor settlement dwellers, but is in reality not that different from the external 
and official NGOs it has criticised. 
The focus on micro-finance has also been criticised, for both philosophical 
reasons – microfinance as a product of global capitalism, its colonisation of 
informal savings systems, its conflation with social capital – as well as for 
empirical reasons, in that it tends to ignore the needs of the poorest of the 
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poor (for example Podlashuc, 2011). This critique and alternative 
perspectives on micro-finance are explored in more detail in Chapter 6. 
Other scholars argue that SDI has become too close to state and global 
political powers (for example Huchzermeyer, 2011; Selmeczi, 2014). This 
criticism arises from SDI’s opposition to protest and preference for dialogue 
and cooperation, which only reinforces ‘the governmental attempt to contain 
and condemn protest action and other forms of militant struggle through 
constructing these as violent and therefore threatening’ (Selmeczi, 2014, p. 
239). Included in this criticism are questions about the place of confrontation, 
protest and violence. SDI’s commitment to a politics of patience is contrasted 
with other South African shack-dweller movements which claim that they 
need to protest, otherwise authorities do not listen: ‘The only language that 
they understand is when we put thousands of people on the street’ (quoted in 
Selmeczi, 2014, p. 239). The place of contention and conflict was noted in 
Chapter 2 and will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 8, where the place 
of conflict within broader relationships is examined.  
SDI’s structure has been criticised as unrepresentative, including allegedly 
establishing a separate federation as an attempt to entrench SDI’s particular 
savings approach (Huchzermeyer, 2011). However, in response, Beck and 
Purcell (2013) argue that SDI has great legitimacy resulting from being 
accountable, democratic, and community-based.  
The context of informal settlements and its negative impact on democratic 
processes has been recognised (de Wit & Berner, 2009), noting that the 
process of mobilising communities can be fraught and potentially non-
representative, particularly when interacting with community leaders who can 
be self-appointed on the basis of their long-standing presence in the 
settlement (Winkler, 2013). Consultation processes can be very threatening 
for community members, who are already experiencing significant insecurity 
and may not be ready to contemplate further change (see also 
Huchzermeyer & Karam, 2006). Huchzermeyer (2011) argues that SDI’s 
accountabilities back to the community are not always clear in these 
circumstances, given the vague nature of membership and interaction 
between the federation structure and the wider settlement. 
64 
Underlying much of this criticism is the broader question of the operating 
style of SDI and whether what it calls co-operation actually constitutes co-
option into dominant political structures, an approach which contrasts with 
other South African social movements of informal settlement dwellers such 
as Abahlali baseMjondolo (Boyte, 2008), mentioned in Chapter 2. These 
critiques call into question whether the actions of SDI are fundamentally 
hegemonic, and reinforcing of the status or counter-hegemonic in their 
challenging of systems and cultures of oppression. This issue is explored in 
Chapters 8 and 10, with the research findings suggesting a more complex 
interplay of relationships, both within the movement and between the 
movement and authorities, an interplay that suggests a more nuanced 
approach than binary co-option versus co-operation choices. 
3.4 Informal settlements and SDI in South Africa 
In addition to outlining key features of SDI and its place in providing context 
for this research project, it is also important to provide basic information 
about the settlements included in the study as well as describing SDI in both 
South Africa and Zambia. Worth reiterating is that this research focuses on 
the seven communities, as units of analysis, rather than as a case study of 
the SDI movement. SDI was involved with each community, however, in each 
settlement there were also a pattern of unique influences, personalities and 
contexts which need to be considered and examined. This approach is part 
of the interpretive, contextual methodology which will be outlined in more 
detail in Chapter 4.  
Information about the communities is provided here rather than as part of the 
subsequent findings, because it provides important background and context 
information that links with methodological considerations included in Chapter 
4, and the importance of context outlined in Chapter 2. 
In South Africa, the growth of informal settlements, also known as townships, 
was linked to the wider project of apartheid including the Group Areas Act, 
promulgated in 1950 and repealed in 1991, which restricted access of non-
Whites to certain urban areas and which led to comprehensive urban 
residential segregation (Mabin, 1992). Between 1950 and 1990, one million 
people of colour were evicted from white areas in South Africa (Davis, 2006). 
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The dehumanising associated with townships included official naming 
practices such as in Gugulethu, a township of 100,000 people near Cape 
Town, which was originally divided into Native Yards (for example Native 
Yards 6, or NY6), an apparent attempt by the government to deny a sense of 
place – even the right to street names – to African residents (White, 2004). 
Historically, townships were a source of opposition to apartheid (Frankel, 
Pines & Swilling, 1988). Yet post 1994, the population in informal settlements 
has continued to grow and the ongoing proliferation of townships has been 
criticised (Jürgens & Donaldson, 2012) as an example of government policy 
failure. Huchzermeyer (2006) argues that initial programs were too generic 
and responded to township as a problem of housing alone, although later 
policy changes led to more recent client-focused government programs that 
acknowledged informal settlements as 'physical manifestations of social 
inequality, exclusion, marginalisation and discrimination' (Department of 
Housing, 2004 as quoted in Huchzermeyer, 2006, p. 43). 
At the time of the research, 43% of black South Africans in Cape Town (total 
population of 3.6 million) lived in informal settlements, compared to 0.3% of 
whites (Beck and Purcell, 2013, p. 118). The largest township is Khayelitsha 
with almost 400,000 people. Across SA, 8 million people, or 29% of the urban 
population live in slums (UN-Habitat, 2009). Yet there is also considerable 
diversity within SA informal settlements, with housing stock varying from 
corrugated iron shacks to ‘two-storey condos’ (Teppo & Houssay-
Holzschuch, 2013, p. 57). Income can also vary widely, so that within the 
100,000 people of Gugulethu, approximately 3,500 people earned less than 
800 ZAR (AUD 190) per month whereas approximately 100 people earned 
more than 12,800 ZAR (AUD 3,100) monthly (Teppo & Houssay-Holzschuch, 
2013). 
Table 3.1 provides information on the population and general location of the 
South African communities included in the research.12 As can be seen, there 
is considerable diversity across the four communities in terms of population 
size and location. A comprehensive profile of each community is not 
possible, given ethical requirements about anonymity and identification; 
                                            
12 See Chapter 4 for details on the selection process. 
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however, Chapter 5 provides some more information on the individuality of 
the communities, particularly the brief community summaries, their advice to 
other communities and the different responses presented in the data 
collection.  
Table 3-1: Basic data on research communities, South Africa 
 S1 S2 S3 S4 
Location Urban 
settlement, Cape 
Town 
municipality.  
Peri-urban, 
Temporary Relocation 
Area (Ranslem, 2015) 
Cape Town 
municipality 
Rural town, 
~80 km from 
Cape Town 
Coastal 
town, ~ 
100km from 
Cape Town 
Settlement 
population 
~14,400 people ~1,000 people 2,000 – 4,000 
people  
~ 7,000 
people 
In South Africa, the SDI federation started in 1991, following international 
exchanges with India. At the time of the research, the federation covered 51 
cities/municipalities, 376 savings groups and 30,000 savers across 1,245 
settlements (Shack/Slum Dwellers International, 2015). Like other national 
federations, SDI in SA is an alliance of different actors, with specific roles and 
constituencies as follows: 
• The Federation of the Urban Poor (FEDUP), a membership federation 
focused on savings, which proclaims to communities ‘that if they save 
small amounts of money, gather information and then use these 
accumulated assets to negotiate with government they will not only have 
a better chance of securing entitlements, but also will also capacitate and 
strengthen themselves’ (SDI South African Alliance, 2012c). There is a 
larger aim to ensure that ‘urban poor – and particularly poor women – 
gain full citizenship rights and become key actors in determining the 
development priorities and policies of cities’ (SDI South African Alliance, 
2012c).  
• The Informal Settlement Network (ISN), also membership-based but 
focused on settlement mobilisation processes, described as ‘a bottom-up 
agglomeration of settlement-level and national-level organisations of the 
urban poor’ (SDI South African Alliance, 2012d). ISN seeks to create unity 
so that the urban poor are organised; equipped to create meaningful 
change; build a national network for learning and lobbying; and change 
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the way cities are planned and developed (SDI South African Alliance, 
2012d).  
• The Community Organisation Resource Centre (CORC), the support 
NGO that facilitates the social processes of settlement-based groups and 
their engagement with the State and other stakeholders. It also supports 
SDI rituals of savings, enumeration, and community-led development 
strategies (SDI South African Alliance, 2012b).  
• The uTshani Fund, a formal bridging finance institution that provides 
loans for community-led house construction, land acquisition, and 
incremental informal settlement upgrading. It is an example of Capital or 
Urban Poor Funds established in different national federations. The 
uTshani Fund also initiated the Community Upgrading Financing Facility 
(CUFF), which funds small community-initiated upgrading projects 
identified by communities (SDI South African Alliance, 2012g).  
3.5 Informal settlements and SDI in Zambia 
In Zambia, 2.3 million or 57% of the urban population live in slums (UN-
Habitat, 2009). There are forty-three informal settlements in the capital 
Lusaka, representing approximately 70% of Lusaka’s population, or 1.3 
million people (Nchito, 2007). The World Bank’s Poverty and Vulnerability 
Assessment Report on Zambia (2007) notes the distinction between formal 
and informal settlements arises from the urban colonial centres (formal) that 
followed British building codes and that were reserved for European settlers 
as the only recognised permanent urban settlements. These formal 
settlements had infrastructure for housing, roads, piped water, sanitation and 
other services. Africans were not allowed permanent residence in these 
areas and those who sought to live in the cities had to relocate to temporary 
settlements on the outskirts of these centres. After independence (1964), 
Africans could live permanently in cities, but these urban centres could not 
accommodate all the rural migrants, who could only find accommodation in 
informal settlements (World Bank, 2007, p. 79). 
The local name in Zambia of compound reflects the idea of an enclosure, a 
grouping or cluster of buildings. In Zambia as in South Africa, compounds 
had a history as lodgings for male African mine workers (Crush, 1994). The 
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name also reflects the wider colonial practice, noted by the UN-Habitat 
report, of creating specific areas for black African workers (Mabin 1992) 
drawn into these locations as a labour force. Although there are no mines 
close to Lusaka, the current topography of the capital still reflects this colonial 
arrangement, with compounds such as Kalikiliki, Mutendere, Kalingalinga 
and Ng’ombe as residential areas for domestic workers and others employed 
in the formal, planned suburbs, which in contrast to the compounds are 
provided with roads, water and sanitation.  
One compound, Kalikiliki, derives its name from a white settler who operated 
a factory on the site and who constantly pushed his labourers. Kalikiliki! was 
his invented word, yelled at workers to spur them on. Behind his back, he 
was Mr Kalikiliki, and the name eventually was linked to the property, which 
became an informal settlement (Nchito, 2007).  
The World Bank (2007) notes that most Zambian urban informal settlements 
dwellers are self-employed and working in a variety of informal economic 
activities such as trading petty commodities, farming, and renting out houses 
or rooms. Most informal sector workers combine several activities, including 
the cultivation of undeveloped urban land to supplement their incomes and 
food intake. The World Bank study (2007) noted the resilience and ingenuity 
of poor urban communities to adapt to unfavourable economic 
circumstances. 
Table 3.2 provides information on the population and general location of the 
specific communities in the research. In contrast to SA, all communities are 
urban, although Z3 is in a regional city. On average, the settlements are 
larger than the SA communities.13  
Table 3-2: Basic data on research communities, Zambia 
 Z1 Z2 Z3 
Location Urban settlement, 
Lusaka municipality 
Urban settlement, 
Lusaka 
municipality 
Urban settlements, 
regional city 
Settlement 
population 
~100,000 people ~50,000 people ~50,000 people 
 
                                            
13 See Chapter 4 for details on the selection process. 
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The SDI structure in Zambia is simpler. Unfortunately, there are also less 
data and research available about SDI in the country, as well as fewer 
studies and data of relevance on informal settlements there. The SDI 
member federation is the Zambian Homeless and Poor People's Federation 
(ZHPPF), which started in Zambia in 2001 when seeded through the 
Zimbabwean federation. It is in 44 cities/municipalities and 269 settlements 
across Zambia, with 492 savings groups and over 47,000 members or savers 
in these groups (SDI International, 2015). The federation also has two capital 
funds, an Urban Poor Fund, operating regionally and offering loans to 
federation and non-federation members, and a City Fund, for targeted 
community projects in Lusaka (Forbes, MacPherson, & Schermbrucker, 
2014). The support NGO is the Zambian People’s Process on Housing and 
Poverty (ZPPHP), whose aims are:  
1  Supporting the Zambia Homeless and Poor People’s Federation (ZHPPF) 
in their fight against poverty and homelessness; 
2  Supporting poor urban communities to plan and implement their own 
solutions to the challenges of inadequate land, housing and infrastructure 
provision; 
3  Advocating for changes in housing policy and practice at local and 
national level (Nelson Ncube, as quoted in Delft University of Technology, 
2015). 
This chapter highlights some of the inherent complexity of informal 
settlements in SA and Zambia, as well as some of the diverse perspectives 
on SDI as the social movement that facilitated access to the communities. 
The informal settlements in the two countries present a combined population 
of approximately 225,000 people, a sample of the greater place of informality, 
in which settlements are home to a substantial proportion of the urban 
population (between 43% for Cape Town, 70% for Lusaka). These informal 
settlements have been shown to represent places of significant material 
disadvantage.  
However, within these contexts, SDI has developed creative, grass-roots 
approaches to the mobilisation of settlement dwellers, focused on principles 
of control by them, partnerships between them and professionals, and a 
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particular set (rituals) of change approaches. This profiling of SDI is 
presented with alternate perspectives that recognise some of the debate 
about SDI’s philosophy and organisational approaches. Nevertheless, these 
perspectives provide a contextual background to the research findings, which 
will respond to some of the issues raised, including conflict, democracy and 
the place of ritual. 
Having established this background, the next chapter outlines methodological 
considerations involved in a research project involving informal settlements in 
Southern African. Chapter 4 builds on the theoretical outline provided in 
Chapter 2, recognising too that the research methodology needs to be 
aligned and compatible with the context of informal settlement dwellers, 
including their basic organising structures, practices and circumstances as 
presented in this chapter. 
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CHAPTER 4. METHODOLOGY AND METHODS 
Chapter 2 outlined relevant theoretical insights and Chapter 3 provided 
information on the research contexts. This chapter focuses on the 
appropriate methodological and strategic design considerations involved in 
responding to the research question: How do people living in informal 
settlements in Southern Africa mobilise to create change at personal, 
household and community levels? as well as the two sub-questions:  
1. What approaches are used by individuals and groups in informal 
settlements in Southern Africa in their efforts to create positive changes at 
personal, family and community levels? 
2. How do informal settlement dwellers understand, learn about change and 
share their knowledge about creating change?  
This chapter asks, in light of the theoretical considerations noted in Chapter 2 
and the specifics of the context of informal settlements noted in Chapter 3, 
what methodological approach could allow a comprehensive exploration of 
this research question, particularly in acknowledging the historical, social, 
philosophical and other dimensions involved in the context of informal 
settlements in Southern Africa. Furthermore, having established an 
methodological approach, what are the appropriate ways to collect and 
analyse data on this research question?  
As a response to these questions, the chapter outlines the interpretivist 
paradigm used in the research, as well as its link to the decolonisation of 
knowledge and the connection to the broader decolonisation project and to 
social justice. Arising from the imperative for the decolonisation of 
knowledge, the chapter explores a preference for philosophical traditions 
arising from African contexts, focusing on three traditions of particular 
relevance for the researched communities. The chapter also examines 
guidance from indigenous and post-colonial scholars on the practical 
implications of decolonising knowledge on research, focusing on approaches 
that allow research to be centred in communities and that contribute to their 
own knowledge creation. This guidance from post-colonial scholars, and the 
critique of mainstream research approaches, results in methodological 
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consequences for this research, which are explored in the research design, 
including the diverse data collection processes developed to respond to the 
issues raised.  
After outlining the design, the chapter reflects on how the design elements 
respond to the different methodological challenges, as well as some 
reflections on my role as researcher within this methodological terrain.  
4.1 An interpretivist paradigm 
As noted, this research follows an interpretivist paradigm, focusing on 
qualitative data, a case-study approach, and a research design that 
emphasises participatory approaches and the incorporation of diverse 
epistemologies and data forms. Fundamentally, these choices provide the 
optimal opportunity to explore the research question and to generate 
knowledge that contributes both to theoretical discussions and to the 
practical expertise of informal settlement dwellers and others seeking to 
create change at different levels. Further reasons for these methodological 
choices are outlined below; however, firstly, some clarification on how the 
interpretivist paradigm has been applied in the research.  
Schwandt (1998) notes that interpretivism has its historical roots in the 
sociological tradition of seeking Verstehen (literally: to understand); 
interpretivism focuses on processes by which ‘meanings are created, 
negotiated, sustained, and modified within a specific context of human action’ 
(Schwandt, 1998, p.225). The interpretivist paradigm highlights the ‘inter-
subjective character of the world and the complex process by which we come 
to recognize our own actions and those of our fellow actors as meaningful’ 
(Schwandt, 1998, p. 226). Interpretivism involves the search for subjective 
meaning in social action (Moloi, 2013), or as Schwartz-Shea (2006) writes, 
‘understanding human meaning making in ways which are sensitive to ‘the 
ambiguities of human experience’ (Schwartz-Shea, 2006, p. 92).  
The interpretive focus thus allows for the exploration of meaning making 
within a social framework. This paradigm provides an opportunity to explore 
how informal settlement dwellers give meaning to approaches to change in 
their own context and social networks, in line with the research question. An 
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interpretivist approach provides informal settlement dwellers the opportunity 
to describe and analyse approaches to change making, and for them to 
highlight pedagogical approaches incorporated into those strategies. The 
approach also allows for local knowledge to be considered within its own 
context, rather than removing or decontextualizing the knowledge. 
The sense of being an actor and seeking meaning in a social context also 
aligns with Goffman’s (1990) understanding that people are involved in 
representations and performance in their everyday lives. Being aware of 
representation and performance adds depth to the sense of how local actors 
are describing change and prescribing meaning to events and processes. 
Hence, this research allows this understanding of performance to be 
explored within the context of informal settlements and community 
representatives who are creating change and making representations about 
how this change is occurring. 
Schwartz-Shea notes that an interpretative approach allows the investigation 
of ‘tacit-knowledge’ (to use Polyani’s term, as quoted in Schwartz-Shea, 
2006, p. 92), or that ‘actors may know more than they tell’ (Polyani, 1996 as 
quoted in Schwartz-Shea, 2006, p. 92). This is of significance for this 
research project, given the context of African communities with their own 
knowledge forms and epistemological traditions and the broader historical 
context in which African voices and epistemologies have been silenced or 
ignored (Fanon, 1991; Thiongʼo, 1986). 
Interpretivism is a rejection of the positivist approach, its conflation of natural 
and social sciences (Schwandt, 1998), and the assumed applicability of 
natural scientific laws into social settings, a topic examined in Chapter 2. 
More specifically, interpretivism is a rebuttal to positivist, objective views of 
the world of academic research, challenging the positivists’ stance on the 
universal validity and legitimacy of their knowledge creation processes (Mitlin 
& Thompson, 1995). An interpretivist approach also counters any 
requirement for causal explanations of change, a search associated with 
positivism; rather, interpretivism allows a focus on the meaning that informal 
settlement dwellers ascribe, expound and develop around their actions, 
learning processes, and relationships within the context of communities.  
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As Bevir (2006) notes, interpretivism allows for eclectic data forms as well as 
analysis based on narratives and ‘unpacking the beliefs or meaning 
embodied in actions and practices’ (Bevir, 2006, p. 284). Given 
interpretivism’s focus on subjective meaning, this opens up the opportunity to 
explore meaning as presented by informal settlement dwellers in Southern 
Africa, including the recognition of the place of African ontologies and 
epistemologies in their pedagogies, their knowledge creation (particularly 
about change making), and their social relations.  
Following an interpretivist paradigm also provides for a political dimension 
arising from decolonisation. Decolonisation is not just the decolonisation of 
knowledge, but includes the recognition of the structural injustices that impact 
historically and contemporarily on the lives of informal settlement dwellers, 
enabling a focus on their experience of these injustices as well as community 
members’ efforts to transform their contexts. For Tuhiwai Smith (2008, p. 88), 
decolonisation involves  
the unmasking and deconstruction of imperialism, and its aspect of 
colonialism, in its old and new formations alongside a search for 
sovereignty; for reclamation of knowledge, language, and culture; and 
for the social transformation of the colonial relations between the 
native and the settler.  
As Chase (2011) notes, this allows for a resistant narrative: ‘When survivors 
or marginalised or oppressed groups tell their collective stories, they demand 
social change’ (Chase, 2011, p. 428). Consequently, the role of the 
researcher is to stimulate dialogue about complex moral matters as well as 
the need for social change.  
Incorporating these views means that this research cannot be just about 
knowledge; it needs also to be about the exploration of the transformation of 
relations. To do so echoes the adage from Marx: ‘Philosophers have only 
interpreted the world, in various ways; the point is to change it’ (Marx 1845, 
as quoted in Higgins, 2017, p. 49). 
For some scholars, the inclusion of social justice dimensions within the 
research methodology might suggest that the research approach is more 
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aligned with critical theory (for example Baum, MacDougall, & Smith, 2006), 
particularly since critical reflection is seen as a key component of 
Participatory Action Research. This is associated with Freire’s pedagogical 
approach, which provides explicitly for ‘critical reflection on social reality’ 
(Baum et al., 2006, p. 856) and a questioning of culture and its impact on 
people.  
Others note that the transformative paradigm is more aligned with addressing 
issues of social justice (Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006; Romm, 2015). Mertens 
and Cram (2016) argue that despite the philosophical tensions involved in 
bringing together the transformative paradigm and indigenous approaches, 
because of the history of colonisation, the transformative paradigm is aligned 
to indigenous approaches. Mertens and Cram (2016) assert that the 
paradigm benefits from the focus on relationality and decolonisation, which is 
preeminent in indigenous approaches. 
Nevertheless, although there is a consideration of social justice within this 
study, its approach is predominantly interpretivist, because of the focus on 
meaning making within the context of informal settlements. Furthermore, 
although the study sought to incorporate diverse data forms, to explore the 
place of culture in creating change, and to recognise the role of local 
epistemologies and ontologies in knowledge production, these cannot be 
considered indigenous research approaches. Despite efforts to make the 
study participatory and despite checking with the communities at different 
times, the approaches used were primarily Western (albeit interpretive) and 
largely derived and designed by me as a white Western male (again albeit 
with some experience of African cultures and traditions). To claim them to be 
indigenous would be misleading and potentially colonising of African 
epistemologies, ontologies and knowledge forms. 
This evidences the difficult methodological territory of this research, 
particularly navigating through interpretivism, decolonising, and indigeneity 
while avoiding appropriation. However, as Romm (2015) advises, 
paradigmatic boundaries are permeable; paradigmatic categories are not 
necessarily rigid and inflexible, and there can be overlap between and within 
different approaches. Furthermore, the nature of these paradigms should 
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allow for stretching of boundaries, in ways that contribute to enriching 
understandings (Mertens & Cram, 2016). This advice provides flexibility and 
guidance when developing data collection methods (Section 4.4). 
4.2 Decolonisation of knowledge and the recovery of local 
traditions 
One significant consequence of the imperative to decolonise knowledge is 
the need to re-examine key aspects of research approaches in colonial and 
post-colonial settings, as well as seeking to explore and include ontologies, 
epistemologies and knowledge forms which derive from African cultural, 
philosophical and historical traditions. 
Chapter 2 highlighted post-colonial critiques on how imported ideas about 
social change were implicated in the oppression and subjugation of 
indigenous people (Escobar, 1995). Post-colonial scholars argue further that 
academic research agendas, as well as theory, are also implicated in this 
oppression and negation of African cultures, traditions and philosophies (for 
example Chilisa & Ntseane, 2010; Moloi, 2013). For these scholars, the 
colonisation of Africa and the subjugation of African peoples did not occur 
away from traditions of research and knowledge creation. Western 
researchers established themselves as authorities on Africans – including 
negative perspectives on their mental ability, culture, lifestyle – as a means of 
highlighting Africans’ need for civilisation (see for example Wilson & Wilson, 
1968). This process did not necessarily cease with independence, but 
continues to impact on contemporary research practices, so that researchers 
continue to be implicated in imperialist agendas (Chilisa, 2012).  
Tuhiwai Smith (2012) likewise notes the failure and complicity of Western 
academic research at a more global level. Her criticism of predominant 
research approaches includes the historical link to European imperialism, the 
tendency to extract data, Western researchers’ claim of authority, knowledge 
and expertise over the researched, and the tendency to ‘privilege text’ in the 
conception of rules of evidence (Tuhiwai Smith, 2012, p. 48), which devalues 
other knowledge and communications forms. She notes that research from 
the researched peoples’ perspective is ‘one of the dirtiest words in 
indigenous world’s vocabulary’ (Tuhiwai Smith, 2012, p. 1). 
77 
These criticisms of historical and contemporary research approaches call for 
a re-ordering and privileging of indigenous approaches to research and to 
theoretical framing (Cram et al., 2013). This decolonising appears in different 
scholars’ work in reclaiming African traditions, culture and theoretical 
frameworks, including independence campaigners, writers and leaders such 
as Nyerere (1968, 1974) and Cabral (Cabral, 1974), and in the active 
countering of Western colonising and derogatory practices, for example 
Ngũgĩ wa Thiongʼo (1986) with his call for a decolonising of the mind, or 
Taiwo (1998) with his commentary on Hegel’s view of Africans.  
For this research project, this re-ordering process involves an investigation 
and a recognition of the importance of African philosophical traditions, where 
the plural traditions acknowledges a diversity of approaches including a 
range of philosophical traditions that emerged in the diversity of cultures, 
languages and contexts (Abdi, 2006). These philosophies arose from African 
contexts and support human development, culture and self-understanding in 
those settings, so that 
... indigenous African mental ecology, philosophies and human-
cultural rationalizations are unique. They make appropriate and 
abiding human sense in the African human environment, and have 
sustained Africa’s cultures through millennia of relatively peaceful, 
health and research-conscious human development. Indigenous Africa 
understood best its human environment and accordingly reasoned 
adequately functional cultural systems and practices for living in 
harmony with the physical as well as metaphysical cosmos (Meki 
Nzewi as quoted in Mungwini & Viriri, 2010, p. 36). 
Within these traditions of indigenous sense-making and the integration of 
physical action and metaphysical understandings, there are diverse traditions 
of philosophical concepts, which historically have guided meaning and action. 
Examples of these concepts of particular relevance to this study are the 
ideas of kwimenya, the Mmutle of Southern Africa, and ubuntu-ism. All three 
illustrate various aspects of cultural and philosophical theories that speak to 
the context of people creating change in Southern Africa. The Kikuyu term 
kwimenya emphasises self-knowledge and has parallels to Freire’s 
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conscientisation; Mungai (2012) argues that kwimenya ‘anchors this 
conscientization in people’s deep understanding of their cultural roots as well 
as their current circumstances’ (Mungai, 2012, p. 112). Kwimenya was a 
concept used in mobilisation work by Nobel Laureate Wangari Maathai, in 
her conservation work through the Green Belt social movement across Africa 
(Maathai, 2009, 2010). A rediscovery of kwimenya allows people to 
‘acknowledge their own agency’ (Maathai, 2009, p. 170), reclaim culture, and 
develop ‘deep psychological and spiritual clarity’ (Maathai, 2009, p. 172). The 
re-discovery of culture implicit in kwimenya allows Africans to overcome the 
negative impact of the colonisers and develop a new future (Caracciolo & 
Mungai, 2009; Mungai, 2012). Although its etymology is East African, the 
concept of kwimenya has been used more broadly, including to critique 
imposed development models of ‘empowerment’ (Presbey, 2013) and in 
responding to homophobia in South Africa (Abrahams, 2016). The concept of 
kwimenya/conscientisation is discussed further in Chapter 9, since it relates 
to the link between the pedagogy of exchanges and change in informal 
settlements and has direct bearing on the second sub-component of the 
research question. 
The myth of the Mmutle (hare/trickster) comes out of a tradition of African 
trickster stories (Dube, 2016), in which the Mmutle provides an example of 
how the seemingly weak can interact with the powerful, with the latter 
revealed as suspect and involved in trickery themselves (Dube, 2015). The 
tradition provides an example of knowledge that challenges power, yet is 
shrewd and cunning. Dube argues that trickster knowledge allows the 
subaltern to speak (Dube, 2016) and to join in the on-going struggle for 
liberation (Dube, 2015). Aspects of trickster knowledge are explored in 
Chapter 7, in relation to the links between culture and change. As an 
apparently powerless, but shrewd outsider, the trickster is an important 
symbol for informal settlement dwellers seeking change within their own lives 
as well as in the wider society that excludes and disempowers them. 
Thirdly, and as noted in Chapter 2, the Southern African notion of ubuntu 
understands the connection between the individual and the communal as a 
‘deep humanistic philosophy of obligatory interrelatedness’ (Swanson, 2009, 
p. 19). As noted in Chapter 2, ubuntu-ism is linked to restorative justice and 
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is in contrast to a Cartesian epistemology. Implicit in ubuntu-ism is also the 
connectedness with many entities, including ancestors and elements of the 
natural environment. Ubuntu-ism is directly linked to research, since it calls 
for its democratisation and for respect for all community members as part of 
the research process (Caracciolo & Mungai, 2009). Ubuntu was referenced 
specifically by some informal settlement dwellers and relates to the sense of 
identity explored at length in the research.  
All three concepts (kwimenya, Mmutle and ubuntu-ism) highlight knowledge 
traditions that developed away from Western philosophical traditions, are 
culturally relevant to African peoples, and are also examples of approaches 
which, with some exceptions, tend to be overlooked by Western academics. 
However, as philosophical concepts they have meaning and relevance for 
people in informal settlements seeking change.  
In summary, the section highlights that the imperative to decolonise 
knowledge has implications on how research should be undertaken in 
Southern Africa, particularly the requirement to seek and incorporate 
indigenous approaches to knowledge and research. Of particular relevance 
for this research are the notions of kwimenya, Mmuttle and ubuntu-ism, ideas 
that have a significant role in responding to the research question. Their 
place will be highlighted in different parts of this dissertation, noting that they 
relate to both culture and education and change, as well as the underlying 
theme of hybridity. 
4.3 Consequences for methodologies and methods 
There are implications for research methodologies arising from this summary 
of post-colonial criticisms on research and knowledge and a requirement for 
the decolonisation of knowledge. Indigenous and post-colonial scholars call 
for an examining of methodological approaches by asking interrogative 
questions such as, ‘Whose knowledge is being extended by research?’ 
(Tuhiwai Smith, 2012, p. 172), and ‘Where is the centre of knowledge and 
information about a community or people located? (Chilisa, 2012, p. 10), 
respectively. Both questions stake a claim for the (self-expressed) interest of 
researched people to be at the centre of indigenous research. For Tuhiwai 
Smith, the decolonisation of research is not a total rejection of Western 
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knowledge or theory, but a re-ordering, ‘centring our concerns and world 
views and then coming to know and understand from our own perspectives 
and for our own purposes’ (Tuhiwai Smith, 2012, p. 41).  
Tuhiwai Smith’s question (whose knowledge is extended?) suggests that 
research must feed back into the knowledge systems of the community itself, 
not just the researcher, and that there exists an ethical responsibility – within 
a research project – to contribute to the community’s self-knowledge and 
knowledge traditions, in the sense of complementing, refining, or extending 
that knowledge. Decolonising knowledge means that research should 
contribute to community conscientisation and to the community’s sense of 
purpose.  
Chilisa’s rhetorical question on the centring of knowledge is a reminder of the 
importance of ownership, of the key locus of control of knowledge, and the 
relative spatial dimension of knowledge, whereby that which is most 
important is that which is also close-at-hand to those in the community. This 
view also feeds into a need for reciprocity, since ‘without offering culturally 
sensitive means of building up reciprocity, researchers end up with empty 
findings’ (Chilisa, 2012, p. 115). The implications for this project are that the 
study should be centred in informal settlements and focus on the ways in 
which informal settlement dwellers create, sustain and communicate 
knowledge about change. 
An acknowledgement of the need to decolonise research recognises that 
post-colonial and indigenous research has its own approaches, themes, 
heritage and forms. These research approaches are sometimes not 
understandable for an external, Western researcher. As Cram et al. (2013, p. 
11) note,  
The ways of Indigenous research are as old as the hills and the 
valleys, the mountains and the seas, and the deserts and the lakes 
that Indigenous people bind themselves to as their places of 
belonging. It is not that Indigenous peoples are anti-research. They 
have always conducted research.  
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If this is the case, if indigenous people have always conducted research, how 
has this taken place, what are the approaches, themes heritage and forms? 
In relation to this research, what can be taken from indigenous scholars’ 
writings that reflects this research’s focus on an interpretivist approach and a 
focus on decolonising? Tuhiwai Smith lists twenty-five indigenous research 
projects (Tuhiwai Smith, 2012) that she sees as being derived from 
imperatives related to the survival of people, cultures and languages, the 
struggle for self-determination, and the need to re-assert control. These 
projects are shown in the following table: 
Table 4-1: Indigenous Research Projects (adapted from Tuhiwai Smith, 2012) 
1. Claiming 2. Testimonies 3. Story–telling 4. Celebrating 
survival 
5. Remembering 
6. Indigenizing 7. Intervening 8. Revitalizing 9. Connecting 10. Reading 
11. Writing 12. Representing 13. Gendering 14. Envisioning 15. Reframing 
16. Restoring 17. Returning 18. Democratising 19. Networking 20. Naming 
21. Protecting 22. Creating 23. Negotiating 24. Discovering 25. Sharing 
She notes that these are ‘not claimed to be entirely indigenous or to have 
been created by indigenous researchers’, instead some have arisen out of 
different social science methodologies, are related to research with 
oppressed groups, or reflect ‘a mix of existing methodological approaches 
and indigenous practices’ (Tuhiwai Smith, 2012, p. 144). Although diverse, 
these projects share a utilitarian approach to method as well as a reclaiming 
of agency, culture, and relationships. For Tuhiwai Smith, the central issue is 
more about the message back to the communities, i.e. ‘that they have issues 
that matter, and processes and methodologies that can work for them’ 
(Tuhiwai Smith, 2012, p. 268). A number of these projects (for example 
projects 3, 9, 19) have been take up in the research methods, as noted in 
Section 4.4 below. 
Chilisa and Ntseane (2010), writing from a Southern African perspective and 
in the context of developing African feminist theory, argue that researchers 
can either choose to operate at the level of coloniser – by using Western 
standards of truth to research formally colonised societies – or they can 
choose to play the role of healer, in which case they challenge the dominant 
application of Western methodologies (Chilisa and Ntseane, 2010). To 
embrace the latter stance involves asking the following questions: 
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1. What is my purpose as a researcher?  
2. Do I challenge and resist dominant discourses that marginalise those 
who suffer oppression? 
3. What needs to be done to bring about social transformation and heal 
those who are suffering? (Chilisa and Ntseane, 2010, p. 625) 
Like Tuhiwai Smith (2012), Chilisa and Ntseane (2010) outline a range of 
approaches that can be included in post-colonial and indigenous research. 
These include: 
1. Embracing myths, songs, traditional sayings – and even the diviner’s 
art – as containing wisdom; 
2. Further recognising that sayings, proverbs, rituals and songs are part 
of a corpus of literature (see also Dube, 2015); 
3. Undertaking interviews, but ensuring that those interviews are 
decolonised, for example by using talking circles; 
4. The use of sages and elders as repositories of wisdom. 
These writers do not define a fixed set of decolonising research methods or 
approaches, but share an eclectic and pragmatic approach to research, 
reflecting other indigenous writings (for example Brown & Strega, 2005; 
Moreton-Robinson & Walter, 2005; Wilson, 2008). This eclecticism uses 
more typical indigenous traditions but allows for the appropriate inclusion of 
interpretivist research methods from the West, where these contribute to 
decolonisation. Hence, for example, Chilisa (2012) highlights the potential of 
Participatory Action Research, Photo Voice, Appreciative Inquiry, and 
Participatory Video as methods which can contribute to indigenous research 
projects. 
The common thread between Tuhiwai Smith and Chilisa and Ntseane is on 
ensuring that research processes are all part of a broader social justice 
strategy, contributing to empowerment as an antidote to extractive processes 
(Tuhiwai Smith, 2012), and also contributing to resistance, whereby 
researchers take up the challenge of addressing dominant discourses and 
the status quo of power imbalances (Brown & Strega, 2005; Tuhiwai Smith, 
2008). Similarly, there is a requirement from these different perspectives to 
place the researched at the centre of the research process by recognising 
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their central place in the research process as co-researchers, knowledge 
producers, and knowledge owners, and not researched objects from which 
data will be extracted.  
Echoing post-colonial and indigenous scholars’ willingness to embrace non-
indigenous approaches, indigenous methodologies and philosophical 
approaches have parallels in other fields within social research. Thus, the 
notion of ubuntu, as outlined in Section 4.2 above (for example Tutu, 1999) is 
mirrored in the interpretivist approach to epistemology, since both have a 
rejection of positivism and a focus on social context. Similarly, the indigenous 
imperative for the researcher to be a healer has parallels in the social justice 
and ‘research as social change’ approaches (Mertens & Wilson, 2012; Ollis, 
2010). Recognising the correlations between paradigmatic directions from 
indigenous traditions and the interpretivist paradigm helps avoid the 
possibility of exoticising or appropriating indigenous approaches. This is 
something of personal importance to me since I am not an indigenous 
researcher and neither can, nor want to, claim that tradition.  
Bringing together the critique of positivist and colonising research 
approaches, as well as the considerations of alternative approaches which 
can decolonise knowledge and strengthen an interpretivist research 
approach within the context of post-colonial Southern Africa, the following 
table provides a summary of these key points and the collective implications 
of these points on research processes. Note that the table does not offer a 
direct correlation, or one-to-one mapping, between dot points, but more a 
range of collective implications arising from the sum of considerations. 
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Table 4-2: Implications of methodological considerations on research processes 
Summary of critiques of research 
approaches (drawn from above 
discussion) 
Implications and counteracting 
approaches – research Imperatives 
• A history of deficit discourses and 
the othering of African researched 
communities; 
• The tendency to extract data from 
communities; 
• The discounting of local 
knowledge; 
• The imposition of and/or over-
reliance on Western theories, 
developed in the Metropole but 
applied in African contexts; 
• The misplaced translation of laws 
from natural science into social 
theory; 
• Ignorance and/or discounting of 
local context, culture and 
philosophical traditions; 
• The portrayal of researched 
communities as objects rather 
than subjects in their contexts; 
• Ignorance or discounting of 
colonisation and its consequences 
within historical and current 
realities; 
• The tendency for the researcher to 
claim authority about and over the 
researched, their community and 
their context; 
• The assumption of laws of cause 
and effect, applicable across 
diverse contexts; 
• An over-emphasis on text, use of 
English language, and use of 
theoretical propositions as tools 
associated with Western research 
traditions. 
• Research needs to benefit the 
researched community; 
• Researched communities should 
be co-researchers (as subjects) in 
all aspects and stages of the 
research process; 
• Recognise and support the 
authority, expertise and agency of 
the communities; 
• Focus on the researched 
communities’ subjective meaning 
of events, actions and outcomes; 
• Seek to position the study within a 
context of a relationship, 
particularly between the 
researcher and community 
members; 
• Seek a healing dimension within 
the research process and its 
outcomes; 
• Seek insights from local traditions, 
including philosophies, culture and 
religion; 
• Recognise the impact of 
colonialism and other power 
dynamics, including gender 
relationships; 
• Seek a radical openness to 
different ontologies and 
cosmologies; 
• Start with the local context, 
including historical, cultural, 
spatial, social and political 
dimensions; 
• Embrace the non-textual, local 
vernacular, stories and visual 
representations. 
The implications listed in the right-hand column of Table 4.2 allow for a focus 
on approaches which address identified deficiencies of earlier and positivist 
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traditions of research in Africa, with the proposed alternative approaches 
reflected in the research design, as highlighted in the next section. 
4.4 Research Design 
The previous sections outlined the consequences arising from undertaking 
an interpretivist paradigm and engaging with the decolonisation of 
knowledge, as well as decolonisation more broadly. Identifying and exploring 
these consequence then allows a more deliberate and reflexive approach to 
research design, including the search for data collection processes that 
reflect and engage with the implications outlined in Table 4.2 above.  
In developing the research methods, some processes involved tensions 
which had to be navigated, for example university research approval 
processes required a clear plan of action, whereas indigenous and 
participatory research methodologies emphasise researched communities’ 
involvement as equals at all stages, including conceptualising the research 
question and the developing of appropriate methods. Generally, within a 
number of boundaries, approaches were used that reflected the key 
considerations noted in Table 4.2 and that could be varied depending on 
community reactions. The approaches were based on the following key 
inputs.  
Firstly, theoretical input from post-colonial and indigenous scholars as well as 
guidance derived from interpretivist and other relevant traditions, including 
within international development; for example, the work of Robert Chambers 
(1994, 1997, 2007) focusing on participatory approaches to development and 
to research. Secondly, an intention to privilege non-textual data and to seek 
methods which might be more reflective of indigenous knowledge systems; 
Thirdly, engagement with approaches such as Appreciative Inquiry, which 
generate participant-focused meanings and interpretations (Mathie & 
Cunningham, 2003), and other positive approaches such as Asset-Based 
Community Development Approaches (Kretzmann & McKnight, 1993), which 
draw on what is already working and could be strengthened. Fourthly, advice 
from support staff and federation members at SDI on appropriate methods 
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and feedback from Field Assistants throughout the data collection process 
(see below for more on this role). 
Fifthly, there was an intention to involve community members as co-
researchers and participants at all stages of the research process, drawing 
on indigenous research approaches but also the work of Arnstein (1969) and 
her critique of tokenistic forms of participation. Sixthly, there was a 
recognition of the link between individual and collective initiatives, in 
recognition of expressions of the individual/collective dialectic contained in 
concepts such as ubuntu-ism. 
Seventhly, there was an openness to diverse definitions and expressions of 
change, thus hopefully providing space for communities to contribute their 
understanding of the term and also recognising some of the Western 
orientation and assumptions within concepts of social change (see Chapter 
2). Lastly, there was a focus on learning within the research project, in 
keeping with the research sub-question on methodology as well as Freirean 
popular education and Participatory Action Research approaches (Glassman 
& Erdem, 2014).  
Thus there was an intention to align the research to key principles arising 
from theoretical and methodological considerations. Nevertheless, the 
research took place within the reality of particular contexts and consequently, 
the chosen processes were also influenced in design and implementation by 
some constraining factors, including the following points. 
There was the reality of limited time. Over the eight-month period of data 
collection (September 2013 to June 2014), I would always be a visitor, never 
a resident. Also, the study carried an awareness that as researcher, there 
would always be aspects of me as an outsider, that information collected and 
conclusions reached (by me and others) would always be partial and involve 
personal perspectives and subjective understandings. 
Thirdly, I was aware that I was not indigenous and my knowledge of the lived 
reality of local context and traditions (such as ubuntu-ism) would always be 
limited and my use of them ran the risk of appropriation and exoticising. 
Fourthly, there were language barriers, in that despite previous comments 
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about the alienating and imperialistic overtones of using English in research, 
my lack of local language skills would mean a strong focus on English. 
There were also the constraints of conducting research within an academic 
program in a Western University and the requirement that the results and the 
analysis would need to meet standards of the PhD process. Lastly, and 
arising from the previous point, the fact that despite efforts to make the study 
collaborative, in the final analysis, it was ‘my’ research project.  
Arising from the above considerations and constraints, the following 
approaches were used in data collection: 
Community selection. My request to SDI in each country was for 
communities which historically could be considered as making change 
happen, as purposive sampling, a process which also aligns with 
Participatory Rural/Rapid Appraisal (Adebo, 2000) and Most Significant 
Change techniques (Dart & Davies, 2003). As Davies and Dart note, 
purposive sampling ‘provides information about exceptional, particularly 
successful circumstances, rather than information on the “average condition”’ 
(Dart & Davis, 2003, p. 151). In this respect, the communities were not 
representative (Mansuri & Rao, 2013; cf. McAdam, 1999), recognising the 
inherent difficulties with the meaning of a representative sample in the 
context of informal settlements.14 Furthermore, there was no guarantee that 
change would continue to occur in the period of the research (Community S2 
in Section 5.3.2 highlights this uncertainty), nevertheless, their historical 
efforts were a useful criterion for inclusion in the research. 
In seeking communities which were making change happen, I was following 
a case-study approach (where each of the communities constituted a case), 
drawing on the methodological insights provided by Flyvbjerg (for example 
Flyvbjerg, 2001, 2006; Flyvbjerg & Greer, 2011). Flyvbjerg argues that case 
studies produce context-focused knowledge, and can be considered as 
aligned with the interpretivist paradigm of the overall research. For Flyvbjerg, 
‘Predictive theories and universals cannot be found in the study of human 
affairs. Concrete, context-dependent knowledge is, therefore, more valuable 
                                            
14 It would be difficult to attempt to define a representative informal settlement, given their 
diversity, and it would go against the spirit of the research methodology. 
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than the vain search for predictive theories and universals’ (Flyvbjerg, 2006, 
p. 224). Case studies therefore allow for a more nuanced view of reality, in 
which human behaviour is beyond mechanistic action and reaction 
(Flyvbjerg, 2006), an understanding that reflects conclusions about theory, 
meaning and cause-effect previously noted in Chapter 2. This approach to 
case-studies recognises that these communities are potentially involved in a 
process of learning and adaptation that allows the communities (and others) 
to gain from successful practices learnt in different contexts (Marsh et al., 
2004). This dimension reflects the focus of the research sub-question on 
understandings and pedagogies. 
Communities already making change happen can be considered 
‘extreme/deviant’, a category that, Flyvbjerg and Greer argue, helps test 
limits of existing theories and develop new concepts (Flyvbjerg & Greer, 
2011, p. 307). Use of case studies thus grounds this research in context-
dependent knowledge, yet still leaves open the possibility of developing new 
metaphors and insights. A reflection on the exceptionalism of the selected 
communities is included in Chapter 10, since this may have implications for 
SDI’s work more broadly. 
Invitation to participate: In each community, I introduced myself, my 
interest in researching change in settlements and expressed my desire to 
learn from them as a group and as individuals about how they create change, 
which I explained as bringing positive improvements at individual, household, 
group and/or settlement levels. Communities were invited to record change 
over eight months, at the end of which there would be an opportunity to 
analyse together (co-creation) what had happened over the period of time, 
and what could be learnt about change from the research period. In keeping 
with the focus of the communities as cases, rather than the broader 
movement, the parameters of change were left general, so that communities 
could discuss different types of changes, not just those which might be 
considered as SDI organised changes. 
Apart from seeking involvement, these visits provided an opportunity to learn 
about the communities, spend time with some of the individuals involved in 
the local groups, develop initial relationships (noting the importance of 
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relationships within the research paradigm), and learn the history of the 
community, including but not limited to the involvement of the SDI federation 
in that community. I expressed my hope that the process would contribute to 
their knowledge about how to create change (knowledge benefiting and 
belonging to the community), as well as providing information for my 
research. 
I asked community members to be my teachers (with reference to the 
pedagogical component of the research question), noting the study was part 
of my study program, and also seeking to disturb the ideas of teacher-student 
dynamics and relationships, particularly those which they may have 
experienced through the colonising approach to education (Section 2.5). In 
asking them to be my teachers, I was also stating my belief in the expertise 
and authority they had as people who were making change happen. This 
formulation of the teacher-student relationship also sought to reflect Freire’s 
ideas on dialogical learning as a process in which the teacher and student 
engage in learning together (Freire, 1971). 
Cameras: Each community was given a digital camera. A contact person 
was nominated for safekeeping and as an access point to the camera for 
other members. The use of cameras as tools in data collection reflect 
Participant-Employed Photography (PEP), participant auto-photography or 
photo diaries. As noted by Castelden et al. (2008), ‘PEP allows the 
participant, rather than the researcher, to determine both the subject and 
meaning of the photograph’. Although writing more about participatory video 
(a technique used by some communities), Kindon (2003) notes the power of 
the practice to set a foundation for mutual exploration of meaning and for its 
potential for transformation of a sense of gaze and a different locus of 
control. She argues that participatory filming provides a practice of ‘“looking 
alongside” rather than at research subjects’ (Kindon, 2003, p. 143). The 
intention was to give community members control over what was recorded 
and how it was interpreted, framed and represented to themselves and 
others, including to me as (co-)researcher.  
The notion of discussing photos, or photo-elicitation, aligns with Freire’s 
critical literacy work in the favelas of Brazil, which focused on discussion and 
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mutual learning from images drawn from everyday life (Freire, 1974). 
Cameras provided an opportunity for the collection of non-textual data, a 
stepping stone into subsequent exploration of meaning. The people in the 
communities were the ones who could decide the time, place, subject, focus 
and composition of any photo (or video). The handing over of cameras also 
signalled trust in them (as keepers and photographers) and an implicit 
recognition of their ability to recognise and record change. 
Diaries: Some scholars (for example Meth, 2003; Spowart & Nairn, 2014) 
argue that participant-solicited diaries are a relatively neglected research 
method, although they can support the sharing of emotions, encourage 
reflexivity and increase agency. For this project, each community was 
provided with a simple notebook and pen and community members were 
invited by me to record approximately once a week, if only a few sentences 
or half a page of stories, poems, songs (since songs are used in community 
meetings and link back to alternative cultural and knowledge expressions)15 
or even drawings related to change, recognising possible literacy hurdles for 
some community members. Participants were invited by me to write in any 
language and to ‘write down [their] thoughts, ... ideas, ... stories, sayings, 
songs, anything, anything that relates to change in this community’, and to 
write down some of the good things happening but also some of the things 
that they were finding difficult’. It was suggested that the entries could be 
quite informal. In each community, one person volunteered to be the diary 
keeper. 
The diaries were intended to encourage reflexivity for diary keepers and their 
communities (Mertens & Wilson, 2012), with diary entries as a source of 
reflection for the sense-making workshops (see below). Diaries and cameras, 
as a way of recording examples of change, reflect the essence of what 
Tuhiwai Smith calls the Story Telling project (Project 3 in Table 4.1 above), in 
which stories ‘contribute to a collective story in which every indigenous 
person has a place’ (Tuhiwai Smith, 2012, p. 146). Inviting communities to 
record examples of change was an approach geared towards co-research, to 
‘decrease the power differential between the researcher and the researched’ 
                                            
15 Which is a focus of Chapter 7. 
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(Packard, 2008), so that community members could make choices about 
what they wanted to record and to use their sense of what constituted 
change without too much external guidance. The diaries sought to give 
community members the opportunity to use the vernacular (rather than 
English)16, to focus on narratives (as distinct from propositional statements or 
theories about change) and to allow the possibility of non-textual entries, 
which led to one community including a number of clippings (see 5.3.4 
below). The use of diaries and cameras as different knowledge forms were 
discussed with federation representatives before the data collection process.  
Field Assistants (FAs): In both countries, a field assistant was recruited. 
This was designed to support on-going connections between all parties and 
particularly between community members, NGO staff and me. The role was 
in the spirit of Tuhiwai Smith’s Connecting (2012, p. 149) and Networking 
indigenous research projects (2012, p. 158). The FAs’ involvement was 
designed to invite them into the study and broaden reflexivity. The FAs’ use 
of diaries and cameras evoked the intention to ‘let the research assistant 
speak’ (Middleton & Pradhan, 2014), although as Middleton and Pradhan 
note, there is always inequality and coloniality within a researcher-assistant 
relationship.  
The FAs maintained contact with the community, offered a dimension of 
relationality, and generally provided support (particularly on questions about 
the cameras and diaries). In Zambia, the FA had had no previous 
involvement in SDI. In SA, the person was an NGO staff member, who 
himself lived in an informal settlement. Both FAs were provided with diaries, 
and in Zambia, with a digital camera.17 The Zambian FA wrote over 50 pages 
however the SA FA did not write and noted that he found the photo process 
much easier18. The Zambian FA noted that she found it much easier to write 
than to take photos; she commented that she got so involved in visiting the 
communities and talking to people and learning from them, that she was 
distracted from taking photos. 
                                            
16 See Table 5.1 for information on the vernacular diary entries. 
17 In SA, because of the extra community, a camera was not available for him; however, he 
made use of his mobile phone. 
18 Unfortunately, a mobile phone malfunction meant that these photos were not supplied. 
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Additional co-research: As a means of providing mutual benefit, I proposed 
the idea of a co-research initiative related to a topic of particular interest to 
the federation. The intention was to involve a small group (federation 
members, NGO staff and me) to do some collective research and present 
back at the end of the data collection process. This initiative sought to ground 
the study in the movement’s specific research interests. A number of topics 
were brainstormed and one prioritised for further development/exploration. 
Unfortunately, the co-research initiative did not eventuate, because of 
confusion about next steps and difficulties convening the small group. 
However, the chosen topics in each country are noted here, since they 
provide insight into key issues facing the two national federations: 
Zambia: How should PPHPZ (the support NGO) and ZHPPF (the 
federation) work with and respond and advocate to those 
organisations whose approach seems to undermine the self-reliance 
and resilience of communities, particularly focusing on larger NGOs, 
INGOs and microfinance institutions?  
South Africa: How can FEDUP, ISN (the member associations) and 
CORC (the support NGO) continue to develop and implement a 
genuine bottom-up process of community empowerment, one which 
reaches the whole community and guards against leaders being de-
linked from their base?  
The topic from Zambia relates to Chapter 6, which presents findings on 
change and savings and the SA topic links to the Chapter 8 on research 
findings related to levels of engagement. Some comments on the attempt for 
co-research are included in Chapter 10. 
Commencement workshops (federation level): In each country, at the 
launch of the research, there was a workshop with representative federation 
members and NGO staff. The workshop focused on presenting and clarifying 
the research methodology and gathered and analysed information on the 
history and priorities of the national federation, the links from national to local 
levels, and national perspectives on change. Participatory activities were: 
• A graphical time-line of SDI’s presence in each country; 
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• A force field analysis representing the forces seen as contributing 
(positively and negatively) to change (Staples, 2004); 
• Appreciative Inquiry (AI): AI encourages questions focused on building 
upon what is already working well, without assuming any problems 
that need to be solved. AI allows groups to explore ‘life-giving 
properties’ or the ‘positive core’ of a context (Bushe, 2011, p. 2);  
• Building on achievements: ‘What’s next? How do you build on your 
achievements?’ 
• Advice for other federations on how to seek change. 
Informant Interviews: In each community two or three group members were 
interviewed, usually leaders or identified key people in the group, a total of 
eleven women and one man. These were typically video-recorded for ease of 
data analysis. The interviews were semi-structured and focused on how the 
individuals became involved in local groups and in the federation and their 
learning within these spheres of involvement. Both FAs were also interviewed 
about their experience in the research project. These interviews allowed 
more detailed exploration on perspectives of change, and how the work and 
rituals of the movement had impacted on individual and family lives, as well 
as issues related to leadership. 
Maintenance of relationships: Given previous comments about the pre-
eminence of relationships within Southern Africa and indigenous cultures, as 
well as the desire to move away from an extractive data collection process, 
the maintenance and development of relationships was an important focus 
within the context of the research project. However, there was the awareness 
of constraints about logistics, costs, and a desire to avoid any imposition on 
the lives of people in the communities by having too many visits from the 
mzungu (white person). As a result, the FAs were used to maintain contact 
with the communities (usually the nominated leader or point of contact) on a 
regular basis, including community visits and telephone contact. In SA, the 
FA took the initiative to bring some of the community representatives 
together to discuss the project, compare notes, and talk about the types of 
photos and diary entries which were being recorded, which allowed for a 
more participatory, inter-community sharing of ideas and progress without the 
overt presence of me as a Western researcher/outsider.  
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Sense-making workshops: Sense-making is variously associated with 
decision making within a complex environment (Kurtz & Snowden, 2003), 
embodiment and cognition (De Jaegher & Di Paolo, 2007), and social 
learning (Drew, 2014). In the context of this research project and its 
interpretivist paradigm, the concept of sense-making provided a framework 
within which to meet with representatives from each community, collectively 
review the activities over the eight months and jointly analyse aspects of the 
topic ‘How to create change’, with a particular focus on seeking meaning in 
the various activities they undertake as individuals and groups. In developing 
the program for the sense-making workshops, there was a deliberate effort to 
try different approaches that might illuminate the topic of change. This 
approach reflected the sense of bricolage, which at one level can be about 
synthesis and hybridisation (Nederveen Pieterse, 2001), but within the 
context of Southern African, as Comaroff (1985) argues, also has the sense 
of breaking down and re-using diverse cultural images and ideas in ways that 
can challenge cultural dominance. How these challenges emerge from the 
data is highlighted in Chapter 8, particularly in the discussion on religion, and 
in overall conclusions around agency and hybridity (Chapter 10). 
In one SA community (Community S2), the camera was misplaced early on 
in the process and by the end of the data collection process there was little 
interest in being involved in a workshop. A modified process was used in this 
community, as outlined in Chapter 5. For the other communities, a range of 
topics were explored in the sense making workshops, including: 
• What has changed: What changes have been experienced, both 
positively and negatively in households/families, groups and in the 
community in the last eight months? The examination of change 
included changes within SDI related settings as well as more general 
changes in which they had been involved. 
• Future: What might continue to happen in your communities, or what 
might be different in two years’ time? This allowed the exploration of 
the trajectories of change. 
• Diaries: Were the diaries useful? Who was involved? What entries 
were made and why? Did the diaries help to think about change? 
What were the benefits and challenges? Was there a particular entry 
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they wanted to read/explain? Why was this chosen and what does it 
say about change? These discussions, and the similar one on photos 
as noted below, engaged community members in the chance to make 
representations (Goffman, 1990) on change from their own 
perspective and to develop their own ideas in light of their reflective 
processes. 
• Cameras: What was the experience of cameras as individuals and as 
a group? Who took photos/videos? Why were some not involved? 
What kinds of photos/videos were taken? Did the cameras help to 
think about change? People’s comments were recorded and used in 
the data analysis on change and in reviewing the cameras and diaries 
as a data collection strategy. 
• Review of photos/videos: All photos/videos from the community 
were reviewed and each group nominated those 40-50 photos that 
best expressed change over the last eight months. People provided 
the rationale/reflection on each choice, again recorded for use in the 
data analysis. A photo-book of these selected photos was made for 
each community, so there was a tangible record of the photo-making. 
Reflection on the photos and videos aligned with the practice of 
feedback interviews, which provide useful triggers for more information 
and reflection on images (Stone-MacDonald & Stone, 2013) and add 
to the range and depth of information and analysis provided by 
community members. The review process also provided an 
opportunity for the groups to review the research project and be 
reminded of events and change over the last eight months.19 
• Ingredients/Elements of Change: Using a metaphor of a recipe, 
groups were invited to nominate their ‘ingredients of change’. Six initial 
suggestions (see Table 5.1) were offered (for example good leaders, 
support from the NGO, good luck) along with suggestions arising from 
the group, and recorded on post-it notes.20 Participants expanded on 
the reason for their choice. This approach provided participants with a 
chance to think in category-related terms about change within their 
                                            
19 Examples of participant photos and accompanying comments are included in subsequent 
chapters. 
20 English and vernacular input was received across most communities. 
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own context, and relate their experience to broader categories of 
potential relevance in other contexts. 
• Obstacles to Change: Similar to ingredients or elements of change, 
with some suggestions offered (for example corruption, fear, lack of 
funds) and others offered by group members (see Table 5.1). As with 
the ingredients of change, this approach sought to provide a way of 
thinking about categories and ideas of change that may have 
relevance to wider approaches and experience. 
• Culture and change: Aligned with indigenous knowledge systems, 
communities were invited to discuss the interaction between culture 
and change. The topic was approached obliquely, with the focus on 
knowledge about culture that might be easily accessible for each 
community. The discussion focused around questions I asked, such 
as: ‘What songs and sayings do you use in your group21? How do 
songs and sayings help? Are there sayings in your local language that 
help to encourage you and others? What are the things I need to know 
about your culture? What does it mean to be African or from your 
particular tribe? What are important values for you as an African (or 
Zambian, South African or from your particular tribe)? What have you 
seen on exchanges that is different from the way of doing things in this 
community?’ This often resulted in descriptions about particular 
traditions (for example around marriage) that may have changed over 
time. Some groups acted out rituals or sang some songs used in the 
federation (see Chapter 7), highlighting the indigenous knowledge 
forms noted by post-colonial and indigenous scholars.  
• Advice for other communities: I explained that the study would be 
written up for my study and this would largely represent my 
conclusions. Each community was invited to offer their direct advice 
about how to create change. What advice would they give other 
communities, in any location, about how to create change? The advice 
is included verbatim in Chapter 5. When groups saw the advice written 
up, they were often struck by how much they knew and how this 
teaching flowed from them so easily; an affirmation of their own 
                                            
21 Often group members recited these songs, sometimes spontaneously or after some 
encouragement from other group members. 
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expertise and experience. This advice to other communities sought to 
reflect the indigenous research project of Representing (Tuhiwai 
Smith, 2012, p. 151), and to reinforce the idea that these communities 
and individuals are teachers, experienced change agents, and people 
with knowledge which may have relevance for other communities 
seeking to create change. 
Federation Workshops: In both countries, the sense-making included a final 
workshop with federation leaders and NGO staff. Some of the same 
approaches from the community were used, including: elements of change, 
obstacles to change, and culture and change. These workshops also 
included an initial discussion on some of the key themes that seemed to be 
emerging (on the basis of initial analysis) and an explanation of the process 
ahead. Given that these federation workshops included informal settlement 
dwellers (as federation leaders) and NGO staff, it gave an opportunity to 
complement and build on the data emerging from the communities. Some of 
the participant inputs and responses from these workshops are included in 
the data chapters (chapters 6–9). 
Coding: The research process produced the following (approximate figures 
only): 3,500 photos; 125 pages of diary entries; 30 flipcharts (five for each of 
the six communities from the different workshops, noting that S2 had a 
different consultation process); 12 hours of audio and 30 minutes of video per 
community. This material was entered into the qualitative coding software 
NVivo by transcribing key pieces of audio and video, as well as notes from 
the flipcharts and comments for each of the chosen photos. The data were 
coded drawing on specific words, ideas, or themes that emerged from the 
different data sources. There were no predetermined codes, but in keeping 
with the interpretivist approach, the coding was emergent and inductive, a 
process of seeking and noting terms of potential relevance to the research 
question. Given the overall amount of data and the diverse forms, this also 
provided an opportunity to seek codes occurring across different data 
sources. Over 180 codes were developed this way, varying from only 1 to 
over 220 occurrences across the data.  
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In presenting data in the next four chapters, the following codes differentiate 
places and people: 
• Z1 to Z3, Zambian settlements 
• AA to MM, Zambian informal settlement dwellers 
• XXX to YYY, Zambian NGO staff 
• S1 to S4, South African settlements 
• NN to ZZ, South African informal settlement dwellers 
• AAA to EEE, South African NGO staff 
In the chapters that follow, in quoting a respondent’s input, the parenthesis 
includes the respondent’s code name, gender, settlement – if relevant or 
known, and language used, for example (AA, female, Z1, vernacular). 
Checking: After transcribing the data, I attempted to check back with the 
communities (and the support NGOs) about the presentation of the material, 
recognising, as Tuhiwai Smith writes (2012) that indigenous people always 
struggle to represent themselves and that a process of checking provides 
some surety that the transcriptions were an adequate representation of 
spoken words. The FAs were asked to check with the communities on the 
wording used in transcriptions of the groups’ advice (see above). In practice, 
this was difficult, as the FAs had some problems following up.  
Analysis, findings and conclusions: Data analysis processes are covered 
in the next chapter; however, in line with the interpretive paradigm, I analysed 
the data, recognising with Silverman (2006, 2010) that in all forms of data 
collection (interviews, photos, diary entries, comments in workshops), there 
are active processes of representation taking place, in which people are 
positioning themselves in a particular context and creating active meaning. 
This acknowledgement makes a difference to how the findings are 
presented, as will be shown in Chapters 6-9, since the presentation of 
people’s speech, photos and writing is a form of their self-representation, 
offered within a particular context and series of interactions (Goffman, 
1990).22 
                                            
22 It should also be noted that Goffman focuses on how performance often involves a team, 
and it is rarely just an individual one. 
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In general, research findings are deductive. As will be outlined in Chapters 5 
– 9, the key findings relate to themes which emerge from the research 
process and are directly related to the representations of community 
members, but which nevertheless include (my) analysis and a correlation 
back to theory and practice developed in other contexts. The one exception 
to this is the chapter on culture, since culture was a theme for investigation 
(see above) and derives from (but is not completely bound by) an awareness 
of the place of indigenous and post-colonial epistemologies. This approach 
does mean that there is a measure of tension in the findings, of seeking to 
balance the deductive against the interpretive. 
The diverse research processes allowed for the collection of a large amount 
of data, summarised and presented in Chapter 5 to allow insight into the 
representation work undertaken by each community. In keeping with the 
interpretivist paradigm, some reflections on the research methodology and 
methods are noted in the next section. A brief outline of ethical issues, some 
initial reflections on my place within the research, and the implications of my 
role on research findings and conclusions follow. 
4.5 Reflections on methodology and methods 
This research project attempted to navigate difficult methodological 
territories, as highlighted in Sections 4.2 and 4.3. Some of the key issues, 
focusing on critiques of earlier research approaches, are summarised in 
Table 4.2 on page 84, which also includes a list of implications and required 
approaches. The Research Design (Section 4.4) outlines the approaches 
developed in the light of the earlier analysis.  
Some reflection on these approaches is important at this stage. Table 4.3 
outlines each of the implications noted in Table 4.2, aligned to specific 
comments about how these issues were addressed in the research design. 
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Table 4-3: Research design responses to methodological challenges 
Implications and 
counteracting approaches 
(from Table 4.2) 
Research design responses 
1. Research needs to benefit 
the researched community 
• Photobooks left in each community as tangible record 
• Reflective exercises highlighting communities’ 
knowledge about change 
• Co-research component (noting that this did not 
eventuate) 
2. Researched communities 
should be co-researchers 
(as subjects) in all aspects 
and stages of the research 
process 
• Community members as photographers, diarists and 
teachers about change  
• Joint sense-making workshops as collective learning 
3. Recognise and support the 
authority, expertise and 
agency of the communities 
• Reflected diaries and cameras and the exposition of 
presented themes  
• Advice for other communities 
• Elements and Obstacles to change 
• Cultural traditions and their connection with change 
• Individual video interviews 
4. Focus on the researched 
communities’ subjective 
meaning of events, actions 
and outcomes 
• Reflected in use of diaries and cameras and the 
exposition of themes in photos and diary entries 
• Advice for other communities 
• Sense-making workshops 
5. Seek to position the study 
within a context of a 
relationship, particularly 
between the researcher and 
community members 
• Inclusion of field assistants 
• Introductory visits highlighting my role as student 
seeking their input as teachers 
• Sense-making workshops which drew together the 
elements of the research 
6. Seek a healing dimension 
within the research process 
and its outcomes 
• Advice for other communities highlighted agency and 
power, in contrast to wider forces which can 
disempower settlement dwellers 
• Social justice orientation affirms the actions for 
change, to be strengthened in communities and in 
other contexts  
7. Seek insights from local 
traditions, including 
philosophies, culture and 
religion 
• Discussion on change and culture, including songs, 
sayings, dance 
• Elements/Obstacles to change, building on local 
conceptual frameworks, rather than Western 
philosophies 
8. Recognise the impact of 
colonialism and other power 
dynamics, including gender 
relationships 
• Invitations to participate, group members as experts 
and teachers and focus on local traditions were 
counter-hegemonic  
• Discussions on savings highlighted gender dimension 
• Culture and change discussions 
9. Seek a radical openness to 
different ontologies and 
cosmologies 
• Change and culture discussions 
• Photos, diary entries and invitation to offer meaning  
• Epistemological and methodological privileging of 
agency and meaning-making ahead of cause-effect, 
positivism/replicability 
10. Start with the local context, 
including historical, cultural, 
• Focus on informal settlement dwellers as knowledge 
owners and settlements as centres of knowledge 
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Implications and 
counteracting approaches 
(from Table 4.2) 
Research design responses 
spatial, social and political 
dimensions 
• Culture and change discussion 
• Photos and diary entries as about life in the community 
11. Embrace the non-textual, 
local vernacular, stories and 
visual representations. 
• Photos and diaries 
• Culture discussion, including songs, sayings, dances 
• Place of narratives and testimonies in diaries and in 
video-interviews. 
As can be seen from this table, each of the implications noted in the left-hand 
column received some attention and focus in the research design. Broader 
reflections on the research’s methodological approach, its adequacy, 
strengths and areas for improvements are included in Chapter 10, where 
there is an opportunity to include a consideration on how the data and 
analysis (Chapters 6–9) arising from the research approach also speaks to 
the effectiveness of the methodology. However, in summary, the research 
design provided a range of processes to address the tensions and difficulties 
of the methodological territory, focused on exploring subjective meaning in 
line with the research’s interpretivist paradigm. Activities such as participant 
employed photography, diaries and the sense-making workshops sought to 
decolonise knowledge and centre the study (particularly the data collection 
and some of the analysis) in the communities.  
Nevertheless, as noted in more detail in Chapter 10, there were elements of 
the study that could have been strengthened in line with the considerations 
and implications in Table 4.3, for example the healing dimension and the 
centring of the study in relationships. However, this need to be viewed within 
the context of pragmatic constraints (for example costs), and this approach 
can be seen as an initial offering that can be strengthened and further 
developed in other research contexts. This is not to deny the importance of 
healing elements or of centring research in relationships, but to emphasise 
that more work (by researchers within these types of contexts) needs to be 
done to strengthen these elements.  
In its approaches, this research sought to recognise the place of African and 
traditions of ontology and epistemology in researching African communities, 
particularly aiming to better reflect these indigenous traditions in research 
methods. While seeking to avoid exoticising or misappropriating indigenous 
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approaches, the study developed methods that sought to address the 
criticisms of mainstream Western academic research and that better 
reflected insights from indigenous approaches, while still acknowledging the 
non-indigenous character of the research. It involved communities as co-
researchers, seeking to centre knowledge in the community and to focus on 
their subjective meaning. 
4.6 Ethics  
Some ethical considerations for the conduct of the study have been noted 
above, particularly related to the need to recognise context, yet also attempt 
to distance the project from the negative aspects of the history of academic 
research in Africa, the requirement to acknowledge and include indigenous 
epistemologies and research methods, and the need to make sure that 
community members were not only co-researchers, but that the research 
project contributed to their knowledge creation. An awareness of the power 
asymmetries which exist between African women (and men) in informal 
settlements and me as a white, Western male also contributed to an 
imperative to undertake the study in a way that acknowledged these 
differentials and actively sought processes that would not exacerbate, but 
ideally mitigate, these patterns of relationships.  
The study was also guided by the values highlighted in the National Health 
and Medical Council’s Guidelines of ‘respect for human beings, research 
merit and integrity, justice, and beneficence’ and the Guidelines specified for 
the conduct of Qualitative Research (NHRMC, 2014). Approval for this 
research was provided by the Deakin University Human Research Ethics 
Committee (DUHREC) in June 2013 (2013-073).  
There were other specific ethical concerns related the nature of this research 
project, including the following four areas. 
Firstly, the consideration of ensuring the anonymity of participants and non-
identification of individuals and communities, given the study’s use of 
photographs and diary entries as well as the specific information provided by 
community members. Photographs included in this dissertation have been 
modified to mask identities and location, or are only included with the specific 
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permission of the subjects. All efforts have been made to ensure that 
information provided in the dissertation (particularly arising from testimonies) 
cannot be used to identify individuals or locations. Within the groups, there 
was also a discussion on the ethical dimensions of taking photographs in and 
around the communities, and the requirement to seek people’s permission 
before including them in a photo. 
Secondly, the awareness of an additional burden on community members as 
a result of taking photos and keeping diaries. At the start of the data 
collection, groups and individuals stated that they were keen to be involved 
and in each community there were volunteers willing to take responsibility for 
the diaries and cameras, yet I had concerns that this was an imposition on 
them, individually and collectively. Some diary keepers noted the very 
responsibility and some complained that others were not willing to make diary 
entries. Nevertheless, this was offset by groups’ consistent comments that 
they had enjoyed the project, including diaries and cameras, and felt that 
they had learnt much through the research. 
Thirdly, and arising from the previous issue, I worried the study was adding to 
the burden of people’s lives. Particularly for women, daily responsibilities 
start early with water collection and the workshops required their presence 
away from their homes and other activities. This was mitigated by a later 
start-time for workshops, the provision of food, and ensuring workshops 
finished at a time that fit in with school hours and other priorities. 
Fourthly, there was some concern that discussions about personal and 
communal change could invoke jealousy for some people, as well as possibly 
excluding those who saw themselves as not creating as much change as 
they would like. This was moderated in the course of group discussions, so 
that there was limited emphasis on personal success and more about 
communal outcomes and the learning that took place within the group and 
between group members. 
Other ethical dimensions are included within different sections of this 
dissertation and are also discussed in Chapter 10, where I reflect on the 
overall research process in the light of the findings.  
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4.7 My role and identity as researcher 
Given the importance of positionality in an interpretivist approach, and given 
the significance of relationships within post-colonial research approaches, 
some comments about my identity, background and place in the study are 
worth noting.  
My professional history in international development has provided 
opportunities to discuss and reflect on organisational practice and some 
theoretical models of development and to be exposed to theory across 
different disciplines. At the time of the research, I had lived in Southern Africa 
for almost four years and had engaged in local culture and society through 
work and interaction with local civil society organisations, politicians, church 
groups and friends. I had also gained skills and experience in group 
facilitation and community consultation, although the latter sometimes slipped 
down the ladder of participation, as per Arnstein’s analysis (1969). The NGO 
where I worked was committed to local partners, had established a rights-
based approach to development, and was also committed to a local identity, 
rather than as an international NGO above local considerations. I had also 
had exposure to the more recent history of a range of post-colonial States, 
including Mozambique, Tanzania, Zimbabwe and (after 1994) South Africa. 
Reflexively, I knew that my background as a white, tertiary-educated male 
entailed significant privilege and a codified worldview associated with my 
upbringing and culture. Over the decades of my work, I had become aware of 
that privilege and assumptions inherent in my worldview but also the 
possibility of alternative ways of reading history and seeing the world. As 
noted in the prologue, I had realised I needed to learn more about change, 
but in ways outside my professional and organisational realm. 
Considering these strands in my own background, I was conscious of the 
differences between the people living in the communities and me. I was 
concerned that I was too much of an outsider and uncertain as to whether the 
cultural and other differences could be bridged. However, over time, I came 
to see my position as more of an insider-outsider, echoing the idea of 
hybridity. Through exposure to other perspectives, I have been committed to 
learning from these encounters as opportunities to develop approaches that 
are not readily available in Western traditions (for example the insights of 
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ubuntu-ism in comparison to Cartesian logic). In this research, my status is, 
to some degree, in-between cultures, since there is much within my own 
culture that I cannot identify with or have come to reject, critique and disown; 
yet I cannot claim identity with any other culture.  
I recognise that my role as researcher with people in informal settlements 
involves interactions that take place in the context of a long history of power, 
race, and other relationships. As noted, even in incorporating some aspects 
of indigenous approaches into this research runs the risk of a colonising 
approach, one in which an apparent outsider seeks to use the knowledge 
and wisdom of a community for personal gain (in my case, an academic 
qualification). Despite best intentions and an embracing of social justice 
perspective, this research project cannot negate or erase generations of 
inculturation of prejudice, colonising discourses, divergent traditions of 
education and socialisation, and many other gaps that separate, or at least 
make a significant distinction between the people living in informal 
settlements in southern Africa and me. I cannot overlook the power 
imbalances inherent in many of my relationships in this research and in other 
contexts; however, I would note my deepening awareness of these realities 
and a strong interest in acting in ways that reduce these imbalances, and my 
own sense of not just understanding the world but seeking to change it.  
In summary, there are personal and structural tensions inherent in theorising, 
structuring and implementing this research project, which I have sought to 
acknowledge and interrogate, and to which I have responded throughout the 
research. I recognise the tensions associated with the tyranny of participation 
(Kothari & Cooke, 2001), in which community participation can become a 
compulsory mantra enforced by development professionals, as well as the 
more specific tyranny of participatory research, and the power imbalances 
associated with the role of the researcher, the research output and the use of 
the data (Engelsman, Rowe, & Southern, 2017). This recognition impacted 
on my approach and interactions during the course of the research, 
particularly in seeking to have the initiative for participation and involvement 
remain with community members rather than with me as researcher. 
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This chapter has explored methodological issues associated with the 
research question, focusing on theoretical and operational considerations, 
and has asked, ‘what is the most appropriate and relevant way to undertake 
this research?’ The answer derives from the interpretivist paradigm, with its 
focus on subjective understanding and meaning-making, although there is a 
requirement to align this with the decolonisation of knowledge and see the 
study within the broader context of transformative social justice.  
The decolonisation of knowledge requires an exploration and privileging of 
indigenous ontologies, epistemologies and knowledge forms, and has 
implications for undertaking research in the context of informal settlements in 
Southern Africa. This has led to eclectic data collection methods, noting that 
despite efforts to ensure the research design was aligned with the research 
imperatives, this sometimes was practically difficult, sometimes met with 
unforeseen obstacles (such as the co-research project), and sometimes 
represented more initial attempts rather than fully developed strategies.  
Nevertheless, the research design provided a basis for data collection. In the 
next chapter I provide a summary of the data and an initial analysis of 
common elements emerging from across the communities. This then 
provides a base for Chapters 6 to 9, which explore what the communities 
said about particularly topics related to change. In Chapter 10, I draw 
together key points from the findings chapter to present a broad discussion 
on the topic of how people living in informal settlements in Southern Africa 
mobilise to create change at personal, household and community levels, and 
reflect on some of the challenges and limitations of the research approach I 
used, noting processes which I would now approach differently. 
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CHAPTER 5. SUMMARY OF COMMUNITY 
PERSPECTIVES ON CREATING CHANGE  
5.1 Introduction 
This chapter provides both a data summary and an initial analysis of common 
elements emerging from across the communities. The presentation format, 
although slightly unusual, is consistent with the interpretive paradigm of the 
research, which seeks to explore the subjective meaning of informal 
settlement dwellers and their representations as to how to mobilise for 
change at different levels. Consistent with this methodology and the 
imperative to decolonise knowledge, elements of the research data are thus 
presented in a raw, or unstructured form in this chapter. This style of 
presentation of data in this form has the following rationale. 
Firstly, it allows for summary information to be presented in a manner that 
provides a reference point on participant representations, which can be used 
and drawn upon in subsequent chapters. So for example, Table 5.1 gives an 
overview of all communities, numbers and key details (such as top NVivo 
codes, nominated Elements of change). 
Secondly, the chapter seeks to ‘let the informal settlement dwellers speak’, 
echoing Dube (2016) who argues that African epistemologies allow for 
people to find their voice. This approach also build on Spivak’s work on 
letting the subaltern speak ( Spivak, 2010). Letting the informal settlement 
dwellers speak is particularly present in the Advice for communities seeking 
change (see the text boxes in community profiles), which, as noted in 
Chapter 4, also reflects the indigenous research project of Representing 
(Tuhiwai Smith, 2012, p. 151), and reiterates that these communities and 
individuals are teachers, experienced change agents, and people who 
possess skills and knowledge. 
Thirdly, the chapter allows for summaries from each communities’ photos 
and diaries. Given that these communities are the subject of the case-studies 
it is important that a profile of them is presented through the data. These data 
forms were a key component of the interpretive approach and include 
powerful representations in media forms that are more aligned with 
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indigenous approaches to knowledge. Privacy and ethical concerns mean 
that some powerful photos could not be included; however, indicative 
examples of participant photos appear in this chapter and Chapters 6 – 9. 
Although there are some general links between the photographs and the 
discussion in the surrounding text, the photos do not link to a particular 
person or community being discussed in the surrounding text.  
The chapter is structured as follows: Section 5.2 is a summary of the data 
from each community. It allows a cumulative and a comparative perspective 
on all seven communities; Section 5.3 and 5.4 provide profiles of each of the 
SA communities and the Zambian community, including basic information on 
the settlement context (being mindful of privacy and ethical concerns), key 
themes in photos/diaries, verbatim Advice for other communities seeking 
change, and summary comments for each community. These profiles are 
snapshots of each community and their perspectives on change. Section 5.5 
brings together common themes from across data forms and the seven 
communities. It provides an overview of key themes present in different data 
forms (such as Elements of Change, Photos) so that patterns across the 
communities can be identified more clearly. Lastly, Section 5.6 provides an 
initial analysis in order to identify and clarify themes for further development, 
noting that these themes will be explored in detail in Chapters 6-9.  
This chapter continues the focus on the question of how informal settlement 
dwellers mobilise to create change. In the research, communities and 
individuals made representations on change in a variety of ways, including 
through conversations, verbal presentations, songs, dances, video 
interviews, dairy entries, and photographs. This chapter collates and profiles 
these representations in order to then identify the common themes about 
change that emerge within and across data forms. These themes then form 
the basis for more detailed exploration and analysis in subsequent chapters. 
The conceptual framework introduced in Chapter 2 (see Figure 2.1) noted the 
three areas of theory, context and approaches to change. This chapter will 
focus on two of the three areas in the framework, approaches to change and 
theories about change, although much of what is included is preliminary, with 
further analysis in these two areas occurring in subsequent chapters. 
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Some of this chapter’s approach (for example NVivo codes) may seem 
distant from indigenous epistemologies and the process of thematic coding is 
more associated with Western analytical processes than a spirit of 
indigenous research. Nevertheless, this chapter is an opportunity to analyse 
the contextual knowledge presented in the study with a variety of tools, 
perhaps representing elements of a hybrid approach to analysis. However, 
the philosophies underpinning the interpretive approach to the study still 
apply within the analysis process, particularly the focus on ‘penetrating the 
frames of meaning which lay actors themselves draw upon in constituting 
and reconstituting the social world’ (Giddens, 2012b, p. 226). 
The work of this and subsequent chapters took place after data collection 
and was done away from the communities. Hence, the data analysis process 
and the subsequent findings are not necessarily those of the communities. 
Nevertheless, what is offered here and in later chapters provides a 
contribution that can feed back into the communities’ experience and 
expertise, recognising that some of this feedback process may be in the 
future (see Section 10.4).  
5.2 Summary 
Table 5.1 provides a summary from across the seven communities, the 
central subjects of the study, which are diverse and cover settlements from 
approximately 1,000 to almost 200,000 people. A total of 246 people were 
involved in the workshops (205 women, 41 men). Approximately 3,500 
photos were taken in the course of the study (varying from as few as 257 in 
S4 to 892 in S3), or approximately 19 photos per week per community. About 
20 people were involved in writing diary entries across the communities, with 
an average of 15 pages per community, or a total of 125 pages of diary 
entries. In addition there were approximately 30 flipcharts (five for each of the 
six communities from the different workshops), 12 hours of audio, and 30 
minutes of video per community. 
110 
Table 5-1 Summary of data from the seven communities 
Feature S1 S223 S3 S4 Z1 Z2 Z3 
Location Urban settlement, 
Cape Town 
municipality.  
Peri-urban, 
TRA24, Cape 
Town  
Rural town, ~80 km 
from Cape Town 
Coastal town, ~ 
100km from Cape 
Town 
Urban settlement, 
Lusaka municipality 
Urban 
settlement, 
Lusaka  
Urban settlements, 
regional city 
Settlement population ~14,400 people ~1,000 
people 
2,000 – 4,000 
people  
~ 7,000 people ~100,000 people ~50,000 people ~50,000 people 
Workshop Attendance       
Initial workshop  6 (all women) 4 (3 men, 1 
woman) 
9 (8 women) 7 (all women) 24 (23 women) 13 (all women) 14 (11 women) 
Sense making 
workshop, Day 1 
9 (6 women, 3 
men) 
2 (both 
women) 
12 (11women) 5 (4 women) 15 (14 women) 12 (10 women) 10 (7 women) 
Sense making 
workshop, Day 2 
10 (7 women, 3 
men) 
n/a 11 (10 women) 6 (4 women) 12 (11 women) 12 (11 women) 10 (7 women) 
Involved in both 
workshops 
2 (both women) 1 (woman) 4 (all women) 4 (all women) 4 (all women) 7 (all women) 7 (5 women) 
Photographs       
Total number of 
photographs 
641 n/a 892 257 731 529 395 
Number of 
photographers 
2 (both women) n/a 4 (all women) 3 (all women) 2 (both women) 2 (both women) 2 (both men) 
Number of video clips 11 (mainly about 
land clearing) 
n/a 2 (choir and 
community singing) 
0 2 (very brief)  17 (mostly big 
meeting) 
10 (building site) 
Photos of change 
(selected by 
workshops) 
50 n/a 40 33 40 43 34 
Diaries       
Number of writers 2 (women) 2 (both men) 4 (all women) 4 (all women) 5 (4 women) 1 (woman) 2 (1 woman) 
Number of pages 29 (22 English, 7 
vernacular) 
2 (1 English, 
1 vernacular) 
17 (10 English, 7 
vernacular) 
31 (7 English, 24 
vernacular) 
n/a25 13 (all English) 16 (all English) 
Categories proposed to 
the communities 
Good leaders, 
hope (and 
prayer26), money 
n/a Good leaders, good 
luck, hope, money, 
municipality as 
partner, support 
from NGO 
Good leaders, 
hope, municipality 
as partner, support 
from NGO 
Good leader(s), hope, 
money, municipality as 
partner 
Good leaders, 
hope, money, 
municipality as 
partner, support 
from NGO  
Good leaders, hope, 
money, municipality 
as partner, support 
from NGO 
                                            
23 S2’s camera went missing within two weeks and there also seemed to be little information communicated within the settlement about the project.  
24 Temporary Relocation Area (Ranselm 2015). 
25 Z1’s diary was discussed, including topics covered and comments from writers. However, despite request through the FA, a copy of the pages could not be retrieved. 
26 Added to suggestion of ‘hope’ by another community member. 
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Feature S1 S223 S3 S4 Z1 Z2 Z3 
Categories suggested 
by the communities 
Exchange, 
knowledge, 
patience, unity 
(lots of people)27, 
wider community 
support 
n/a Dream, good 
learner, lots of 
people, morals and 
values, patience, 
self-confidence, 
wider community 
support 
Perseverance, 
respect (each 
other), support from 
family and 
community, support 
from people 
Determination, 
education, exchanging 
ideas via exposure, help 
people with HIV, 
poverty, savings, house-
money-car, vision, vision 
determination and 
hardworking focus, 
working together, 
working together with 
the government we can 
bring about change 
Education, hard 
work, interacting 
with people, 
learn from other 
people, support 
from families  
Commitment, 
courage, 
determination, faith 
and commitment, 
interest, love  
Obstacles to Change       
Categories proposed to 
the communities 
Corruption, fear, 
lack of funds, lack 
of time, resistance 
outside 
settlement, 
resistance within 
settlement 
n/a Bad luck, 
corruption, fear, 
lack of funds, lack 
of time, resistance 
outside settlement, 
resistance within 
settlement 
Corruption, fear, 
lack of funds, 
resistance outside 
settlement, 
resistance within 
settlement 
Corruption, fear, lack of 
funds 
Bad luck, 
corruption, fear, 
lack of funds, 
lack of time 
Corruption, fear, lack 
of funds 
Categories suggested 
by the communities 
Ignorance, lack of 
involvement, 
security 
n/a Lack of knowledge 
of politics, no trust, 
poor 
Lack of Christianity, 
lack of knowledge, 
lack of problem 
solving 
mechanisms, no 
perseverance 
Ignorance, lack of 
commitment, lack of 
sensitisation, political, 
poverty and dull 
Bad leaders, 
bars (beer 
drinking), block 
scheme, 
laziness 
Beer, culture, lack of 
patience, lack of 
trust, (lack of) 
understanding, loss 
of hope, sitting idle, 
wrong leadership 
Top 5 NVivo Codes       
(in order of prevalence) Savings Conflict Water and 
sanitation 
Savings Culture Culture Culture 
 Gardening – 
permaculture 
Municipal 
interaction 
Municipal 
interaction 
Family Women Savings Housing initiatives 
 Culture Leadership Leadership Youth involvement Savings Personal 
change 
Municipal interaction 
 Exchange Backyarders Culture Education  Water and sanitation Family Savings 
 Loans/challenges 28 Diaries Personal change Housing Initiatives/ 
Partnerships (equal) 
Women Family/Humour 
 
                                            
27 Provided as an explanation of Unity. 
28 Only four listed due to the limited data sources for S2 (multiple equal categories in fifth position). 
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5.3 South African Community Profiles: 
As noted in Chapter 4, community selection was made by SDI on the basis of 
my interest in communities which were making change happen. The selected 
communities covered an established, urban settlement (S1); a transitional, 
peri-urban settlement (S2); and two settlements in rural towns (S3 and S4). 
5.3.1 Community S1 
S1 covers two settlements (total population ~14,400 people) within a larger 
township: the first was established in the early 1990s, had 1,000 households 
and SDI had been involved there since 2003. It had a strong savings culture 
with the group leader/founder as the driving force. The other settlement was 
established in early 2000s and comprised approximately 1,300 households29 
and was more engaged with permaculture and community projects. 
 
1) Themes in (50) chosen photos (some overlaps)30: 
• 12 photos relate to savings activity, including the Christmas share-out31; 
• 10 photos relate to national ISN/FEDUP forum; 
• 9 photos relate to gardening/permaculture; 
• 5 with an element relating to culture, including singing and dancing. 
Comment: A mixture of mundane (for example counting money, garden 
beds) and celebratory photographs (for example dancing, parties). Savings, 
exchanges (permaculture), cultural practices and the role of the national 
federation are prominent. 
 
2) Themes in diary entries32 
• History of settlements and the SDI groups; 
• Details of savings routine, including people and amounts involved; 
• Description of context of the group’s photos, including exchange trips 
(permaculture) and the national federation forum; 
• Scenes in and around the settlement. 
                                            
29 The date of SDI’s first involvement was unclear. 
30 The chosen photographs were selected by participants during the sense-making 
workshops. The themes here are based on a review of the photographs and generally match 
the NVivo codes for the photographs. 
31 Approximately 100 members who saved a total of R174,000, which was used to buy 
groceries for members. Photos included trucks of food and the distribution process. 
32 Themes outlined based on a review of diary pages (translated to English if necessary). 
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Comment: Savings, exchanges and a focus on the settlement (sense of 
place) apparent. Some comments about celebrations involving dancing and 
singing at federation events. 
 
3) Advice for other communities seeking change33 
S1’s advice for other communities seeking change 
• Even if you are here in SA or all over the world, if you don't have these key words that 
we were talking about then you cannot do anything. You must have unity, patience, 
hope and prayer, knowledge, exchanges, wider community support, money, lots of 
people and everything that we had up there so that you can have good leaders.  
• When you are unified as a group, you must learn to engage with the municipality as a 
partner. From our experience as a federation, when we engaged, we were able to get 
services like waste bins, we were able get street lights. 
• Under FEDUP, all members must have unity, trust and hope among yourselves so 
your group can go a long way.  
• Making mistakes is not something bad, it teaches you how to improve, once you learn 
what went wrong. That is where experience comes from. After all, we learn by making 
mistakes.  
• There is no such thing as a fool, welcome each other’s point of view, even if you don't 
understand each other.  
• If you go home and decide you want to save, you must clearly define your purpose, 
you must say ‘This is why we want to save’. When the purpose has been defined it 
could be shared by many other people and then those people will come in together 
and join the wider group. As an example, when you look at FEDUP, all of us now have 
houses because we started together with a clear vision. 
• There must be respect, peace and unity when people start working together. That way 
the elders or the young ones can ask what they don't know, since they respect each 
other and there must be a good understanding amongst each other and how they 
work. 
• Do not reject the disadvantaged people, the elderly people, and say that I am old and 
I can't work with the young people or I am young and can't work with the older people, 
you must unite together. From there, something beautiful will come out.  
• Help those who are black (because they are previously disadvantaged people in 
Apartheid era), women and young people. 
• Those in their forties and fifties (not young, old or disadvantaged), they must organise 
themselves too, they must mix with other categories. Vision needs to be to cater for 
everybody.  
• You must practise what you preach, not just words and no action.  
                                            
33 Advice for other communities is recorded verbatim. 
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• If you have something, whether it is a co-op or it is a group, the group must be based 
on doing stuff, must be based on actions, people want to see things that are fruitful, 
people follow things that are fruitful, not just people that are meeting. You can preach 
until the mountain comes down but if there is no action! Work hard towards a goal. 
• Action is very important. We joined the Federation hoping to get housing, some 
dropped out because the houses were not coming, nothing was happening, might as 
well stop. But now you need to find ways, how do you make people to see, even if it is 
not housing. Because they have money through their saving, but what else is it that 
they can do. You need to illustrate something is happening. 
• When you want something, put pressure on the leaders to produce (for example, 
houses) and know your goals.  
• “Wake up and do something for yourself”; don't just stand there and wait for saviours, 
wake up and do something, even if it is little, but wake up and do something for 
yourself.  
• You must not be secretive about challenges and experience in the group, they must 
share, you must go out and share as a group. 
Box 5-1 S1's advice for communities seeking change 
The discussion was a mixture of vernacular and English. The advice covers 
three dimensions: relational (acceptance, trust, unity and inclusion); personal 
qualities, (honesty, being purposeful, admitting mistakes); and a pragmatic 
dimension (‘practising what you preach’, taking action, pressuring leaders, 
and engaging with the municipality). There is also a focus on savings, unity, 
acceptance/welcome, leadership and initiative and action. 
 
4) Concluding remarks 
A strong focus on savings across data forms. Celebration, unity and the 
place of the federation are consistently emphasised, as is the need for action 
and the place of culture. A community with a sense of confidence about 
change. 
5.3.2 Community S2 
S2 is a community within a Temporary Relocation Area or TRA (Ranslem, 
2015). Residents relocated here in 2011 from a flood-prone section of 
another, large township. The TRA was in a semi-rural area, away from 
industry, shops and schools. All housing was pre-fabricated. The community 
was awaiting news on a future relocation to promised, permanent housing. At 
the time for the sense-making workshop, only two women were available, 
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one of whom had kept the diary but did not write in it. Given the small 
numbers, the women’s limited time and the loss of the camera, the focus was 
on recent changes, issues facing the community leadership and the women’s 
advice for other communities. This is a community with experiences of 
conflict, including street protests against the municipality as well as intra-
community conflict. The data here are limited in comparison to other 
communities.  
 
1) Themes in diary entries 
S2’s diary had two pages, one describing the interaction between the 
community, the municipality and the conflict within the community and the 
second page outlining personal obstacles to change (for example 
drunkenness). 
 
2) Advice for other communities seeking change 
S2’s advice for communities seeking change 
• Leaders, in their communities, especially if they are informal dwellers, should make 
sure that shacks do not increase in their communities. 
• Make sure that people in their communities are registered in their local (municipality) 
database. People are struggling here because no-one came and said you need to be 
registered. The city needs to know where you are staying. 
• People must not focus on protesting all the time; they must find other strategies of 
sitting down and discussing issues, not just protesting.  
• From our experience, we have our own issues; let’s not fight the ward issues, 
because people in the ward, you can’t trust them; let’s develop our own relationship 
with the city. 
• Tell people to relocate to higher grounds (away from flood prone areas). Leaders 
need to form a relationship with city. To speak collectively as a leadership, leaders 
must be united (people are more concerned with their faces and when they don’t 
agree with a decision, they go and tell their people and they go and protest). People 
must be united first as leaders and work together, so that when decisions are made 
collectively, they know, we must abide by this. 
• You need to know how to communicate information from the municipality to the 
community as a whole.  
• It’s not easy being part of the leadership structure, so you must have resilience. So 
then learn and stick through the tough times, don't just quit. As leadership, members 
can easily put one another into trouble, but you mustn't be a person who just gives up 
easily. 
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• Also, one of the criteria, when you are selecting leaders, must not just be because 
these people are educated. So you can select a teacher, someone who is highly 
educated, but they are not strong enough to stand and represent others. So you can 
take someone who is uneducated as long as this is someone who can express other's 
views and is a strong person and stand for others. 
Box 5-2 S2's advice for communities seeking change 
The advice focuses on community wide issues, perhaps reflecting a smaller, 
more discrete community. As members within the official community 
leadership structure, the women noted leadership as a dominant theme. 
 
3) Concluding remarks 
The municipality features in the limited data, as does leadership, conflict and 
the need for collective action. Life in general, for this community, is uncertain. 
5.3.3 Community S3 
S3 is on the edge of a rural town in a commercial farming area. The 
settlement was involved in a legal case in which a neighbouring farmer won a 
court order against the local municipality (see Chapter 8). An enumeration 
and some re-blocking (Chapter 8) had taken place in the settlement. 
 
1) Themes in (40) chosen photos (some overlaps): 
• 10 relate to water, sanitation and hygiene, including toilets, drains and 
communal wash facilities; 
• 10 relate to community projects taking place in the settlement; 
• 7 relate to visitors, including SDI exchanges and international guests; 
• 6 involve children (for example, a crèche, celebrations, handwashing). 
Comment: Community projects (completed and current) feature strongly, 
including water and sanitation, the community post office and re-blocking. 
The place of others’ role within the community in contributing to change is 
noted (partnerships). 
 
2) Themes in the diary 
• Notes from different community meetings; 
• Personal anecdotes (misadventures, stories of loss, sitting exams); 
• Positive changes in S3 and comments about life in the settlement; 
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• Comments (mostly positive) on the municipality’s interaction. 
Comment: A mix of personal and collective, positive and negative. Some 
favourable reflections on life in the community and the municipality’s role. 
 
3) Advice for other communities seeking change 
S3’s advice for communities seeking change 
• You must be a united community, you must make peace with each other and speak 
the truth about whatsoever you are promising to the community so that the community 
can trust you.  
• The community must make partnerships with the municipality so that they can have a 
relationship and then the municipality will not do as they please in the community. The 
community must allow these changes.  
• As a leader, don’t rush the community, you have to be patient, you have to listen to 
what the community says, like listening from a bottom-up approach.  
• You have to form a neutral structure, a structure that will be looking at development 
(e.g. ISN), whereby you combine other community-based organisations.  
• This goes to all the leaders. Every decision that you make must come from the rest of 
the community.  
• As a leader, you are put in that position to speak on behalf of the community but not 
dictate what will go down.  
• The most important thing is learning exchanges for the community. If you just sit in 
your own community you won’t know about change that’s happening in other 
communities.  
• Learn by doing, do not be afraid to try new things and do things in a different way.  
• Sometimes pictures and other visual things help the community to see what you are 
talking about when you talk about a certain thing that you saw somewhere that 
represents change in the community.  
• If there is a project in the community, you must not allow people from outside to do it 
for you, they must try to be the ones working on the project. If there are job 
opportunities, you should be the ones hired first.  
• Leaders must have a good relationship with politicians and NGOs.  
• The community must not be afraid of what they want as a community.  
• The community must not be afraid to ask people (especially white people) who are 
just walking around their settlement. They must find out what are they doing and why 
they are here.  
• The people must learn from other communities especially if it is related to good 
change and copy from other places.  
• They must try to do things on their own. Hunger must stop in this community and 
people must start doing things for themselves and not wait for someone to give them 
a job or a food parcel.  
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• Things that are important to the community, such as clinics, hospitals, playgrounds, 
schools must be close to the people and the leaders must make sure all these things 
are there.  
• Communities and the leaders must have a meeting on a regular basis (at least three 
times a month) to get feedback from the municipality to the community.  
• If there is a project, it must not just be one project, but there must be a number of 
projects, not just gardening but a number of projects related to the same thing, 
because people have different skills.  
Box 5-3 S3's advice for communities seeking change 
Advice was mainly in the vernacular. The advice focuses on the communal 
and on relationships. A collective perspective allows the community to act 
(such as on projects, on its own needs) and to be united. Leaders must be 
responsive to the community. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5-1: Participant photo: 'With having community facilitators involved, although 
the person getting the contract is not from the community they create jobs for people 
in the community’ (Cleaning in a communal toilet block) 
 
4) Concluding remarks 
Although there is some personal focus, the dominant change themes are 
more collective (in photos, advice, elements of change). As in S2, the 
municipality features, presented in largely positive terms. Leadership and 
community structures are important. 
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5.3.4 Community S4 
S4 is in a rural town, over 100km from Cape Town. S4 community members 
describe themselves as ‘coloured people’ (Johnson & Jacobs, 2011). The 
group had their own savings scheme and a group recycling business. The 
leader had been involved in SDI from inception and went on exchange to 
India to learn SDI’s practices there (Chapter 9).  
 
1) Themes in (33) chosen photos (some overlaps): 
• 8 involve the national movement (national forum, training events); 
• 6 relate to the group’s recycling business; 
• 5 relate to attendance at SDI international events; 
• 4 focus on children. 
Comment: Strong focus on connections to each other, group project, to 
activities and groups in the community and to the national federation. Some 
focus on young people. 
 
2) Themes in diary 
• This diary included 9 clippings from different publications about local 
news events; 
• A focus on local events, including school events, gang warfare and local 
crime; 
• Some personal or family anecdotes; 
• Some stories of sadness (teenage pregnancies) and joy (school results). 
Comment: A more personal flavour and reflection in the diary (such as 
‘Good morning diary’), description of feelings (positive and negative), and 
description of key events. The diary included careful handwriting and 
newspaper clippings.  
 
3) Advice for other communities seeking change 
S4’s advice for communities seeking change 
• Respect each other and share your knowledge with each other. Don’t hold back what 
you have learnt. 
• Give each one a chance to give his or her point of view. 
• Unite as a community, knowing each other, being robust in a positive manner. 
Sometimes, you come into a community meeting and some of our leaders have this 
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idea of leadership, ‘I am the leader, I determine the agenda, I set the pace, it’s all 
about me’. But as part of the community, you need to be robust, you need to be robust 
to let your voice be heard. Speak up, but in a positive way. 
• The leader must not be above the members, you need to be all equal. By doing that, 
the members will respect the leader and they can work together. 
• Help the next person to grow and that will help you also to grow. 
• You must learn how to work with your own money. You must learn to be responsible, 
don’t just buy clothes, put something on the table for your mum too and for your family 
and now and then buy a nice chocolate for your mum and tell your mother ‘I love you’.  
• For your father, buy something that you see, for the long-term that he can use, if you 
see a nice watch that he can use, or present, just buy it and say ‘Thank you giving me 
food for 20 years, buying me clothes and stuff like that’. 
• For example, if you start saving in January and you save for the year to December. 
You can withdraw your money, put food on the table and clothe your kids. And in 
January, you can buy your children’s school books, uniforms and school fees. 
• Build up resources (financial resources, technical resources, such as workshops in 
different capacities or skills) and use that to the community’s advantage. By doing 
that, you can create community cohesion and create safe spaces. If you have the 
financial resources but you also have the technical stuff, you can build the sense of 
community, social cohesion, all that kind of stuff. 
• Accumulate your own communal resources then seek outside resources. By saying 
that, see what you have in your community to your own advantage and then look 
outside: what can we add? 
• Learn from your past, learn because there were big mistakes. Don’t re-do the wrong 
things. 
• Be confident! 
Box 5-4 S4’s advice for communities seeking change 
Advice was a mixture of vernacular and English. Community members 
expressed surprise at how much they knew. Change happens if there is 
cohesion and mutual support (at family, group and community levels). Self-
learning and affirmation is complemented by listening, helping and respecting 
others. Change is not sudden but accumulates. 
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Figure 5-2 Participant photo: ‘In 2 years’ time, when you come back,  
we won't use backyards, we will have own place’ (Group recycling business) 
4) Concluding remarks 
The group demonstrated a robust internal dynamic. Comments emphasise 
commitment to family and to group members, who are involved in saving and 
a group business. The municipality had less emphasis but concern is 
expressed about local issues. 
 
5.4 Zambian Community Profiles: 
As in South Africa, selection of communities for the study was made by SDI. 
There were two urban settlements (Z1 and Z2) in the capital Lusaka, and a 
group of settlements in a provincial city (Z3). 
5.4.1 Community Z1 
The settlement Z1 is in Lusaka. It dates back to the mid-1960s and SDI has 
been present since 2001. There were active SDI community savings groups 
and schemes for home improvement and toilets loans. The local leader was 
dynamic and involved in national forums and international SDI events. This 
community had its own community centre used for SDI events and local 
activities (for example weddings).  
 
1) Themes in (40) chosen photos (some overlap): 
• 17 involved women as the active participant(s) or focus of the photo; 
• 14 involved meetings/workshops; 
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• 11 involved house or toilet construction; 
• 9 involved exchanges (many international). 
Comment: These photos focused on women making change, or involved in 
construction, training and workshop events, and different exchanges 
(including international). 
 
2) Comments on themes in diary (diary not available)34 
From comments made by community members, the diary entries were 
focused on community activities and descriptions of the events captured in 
the photos.  
 
3) Advice for other communities seeking change 
Z1’s advice for communities seeking change 
• First of all, commit yourselves to partnering with the corporate world, the police and 
maybe the leaders, your government. For any change, for anything to be done, you 
have to work hand to hand with the government, for anything to be done you need to 
involve your mother and father which happens to be the government. 
• You should have one voice, put your ideas together so that you can have one cause 
(a vision). 
• Work together, out of savings you can make a profit. 
• If you want to change the way that you are living, then you need to learn to work 
together and learn how to save. 
• You can learn a lot from workshops and training about loans, savings and how to 
make your life better, how to make your homes better, how to change your life. But 
you have to put what you learn into practice. 
• If you work together and are united, you will be able to change your lives and do a lot 
of things. You will be able to send your children to school and you will be able to start 
businesses that are strong. 
• Don’t just sit idle in the compound talking things that won’t take you anywhere, 
because you can have knowledge on how to develop the community. Come and 
share your ideas. 
• Join a group such as the federation. There are many groups doing the same thing. 
• If you want to change the community, you should go and look for authorities that can 
help you create employment as a community, for example garbage collection. Which 
means you are there to develop your community. The community creates employment 
and hires people to collect garbage. Even cleaning the drains. 
                                            
34 Z1’s diary was discussed in the second workshop, including topics covered and comments 
from writers. However, it was not possible to get a copy of the pages and despite request 
through the FA, the diary could not be retrieved. 
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• Community participation also can help create change. If you’re just waiting for the 
government to do it for you and not directly involved in that particular program in the 
community, there won’t be a change, but if you’re participating in that, then there is 
change, e.g. household drain connections. 
• If you want your community to change, when you learn new things, you should go and 
teach other people in the community. For example, you can go and make drama. Go 
to the local leader and tell them what you are doing and then suggest you do a play. 
When you do a play, many people will come and learn. 
Box 5-5 Z1’s advice for communities seeking change 
The advice provided was in a mixture of English and the vernacular. It 
presented themes of collective effort, unity and togetherness: Change 
happens when people unite, the community participates, when there is one 
voice and people work together. However, personal action is important: join a 
group; don’t sit idle; put learning into practice. 
 
4) Concluding remarks 
‘Sitting idle’ or waiting for the government will not bring change. Change 
happens through participation and in partnership with others in the settlement 
and with the municipality. The effects of change can be personal (for 
example home improvements or a new toilet). 
5.4.2 Community Z2 
Z2 is in Lusaka and is one of a series of linked compounds. SDI has been 
involved since 2006. A mapping exercise of the settlement, involving a 
University and the municipality had recently taken place. At least two women 
had been on international exchanges. SDI had plans to introduce the toilet 
loan scheme here.  
 
1) Themes in (43) chosen photos (some overlap): 
• 21 involved meetings and/or workshops; 
• 20 involved the joint SDI/UNZA35 settlement mapping and upgrade 
project; 
• 12 involved specific links to wider federation activities or social events; 
• 8 involved savings and/or loan activities. 
                                            
35 University of Zambia. 
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Comment: Strong themes of connection; with other SDI groups and 
individuals, with each other; and links to other organisations (UNZA) leading 
to future settlement level change. 
 
2) Themes in diary 
• Entries closely followed the photos (the writer said she thought she had to 
write about the photos). 
• A focus on the UNZA mapping/upgrade project (for example, noting that 
137 people attended one consultation), houses being built with SDI loans, 
savings group meeting and a consultation on the new eco-san toilet 
program which was being introduced. 
Comment: The diary was used more to mirror photos. The possibility of 
settlement-wide change was a significant focus.  
 
3) Advice for other communities seeking change 
Z2’s advice for communities seeking change 
• The leader should bring people together, not sit back. Being a leader is like being a 
parent: you have different kinds of children, you have children who are good, you 
have children who are bad, but you have to look after them all the same. 
• If you join a group, you can save together, in order to fight poverty as women. If you 
form a group, you will make a family and you will save together, so if you need salt for 
example, you don’t need to ask anyone from outside, you can ask from the group. 
Eventually you will have enough money to buy your own packet of salt and poverty 
will be reduced in your household. 
• Work hard! If you work hard, poverty will end. 
• Come together and meet together as a group to get knowledge and take care of each 
other. 
• If you are part of a group you can help each other. 
• Start a business so that you can gain wealth. If you start selling, have a box to use to 
save money, so you can put 10k today, 10k tomorrow. You can open it in a month or 
two, then you have more money and you can order more goods. 
• If someone comes to the group and wants advice about business, take them to a 
business that’s working as an example. 
• You need to inform each other, information is power. 
• Join a group so that your life can become better. 
• If you are in a group, you need to push each other. If you see your friend doing 
something they shouldn’t, don’t just let them be, tell them what they should be doing. 
Box 5-6 Z2’s advice for communities seeking change 
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Advice provided in a mixture of English and vernacular. Poverty needs to be 
fought, the fight taking place in the household/family and can end/be reduced 
by working hard. The savings group is a family and the leader is the parent. 
Saving money and learning about and running a business are keys to 
change. 
 
4) Concluding remarks 
This group seemed united and determined, with a sense of confidence and 
cohesion (analogous to family bonds). Savings, good leadership and the 
benefits of the partnership with the municipality (through the 
mapping/upgrade project) are emphasised. 
5.4.3 Community Z3 
Z3 is within a mining region, approximately 300km from Lusaka. The SDI 
groups come from across the regional city and have cooperated on a 50 
home housing development, on land provided by the municipality. 
 
1) Themes in (34) chosen photos (some overlap): 
• 18 involved the new building site, including on-site meetings and 
construction; 
• 14 focused on federation activities, including visits and national meetings; 
• 9 had women as the central characters in the photos; 
• 7 involved dilapidated houses or other structures. 
Comment: Focus of the new building site including: construction, council 
minutes on the land allocation, and involvement of children. Photos of 
national meetings also featured. 
 
2) Themes in diary36 
• A repeated focus of the new site, including construction, land clearance 
and a conflict about land use among members (and its resolution) which 
was captured on video; 
• Reference to a visit to a neighbouring settlement which had many 
dilapidated structures and was being considered for SDI expansion; 
                                            
36 Mainly following the photos and a video recording. A more formal writing style and classic 
handwriting in the diary. 
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• There was also an entry about local sayings (linked to conflict). 
Comment: The two authors added to each other’s contributions on many 
pages. The work on the site, the communal warehouse construction and a 
conflict and its resolution between some women were noted as significant.  
 
3) Advice for other communities seeking change 
Z3’s advice for communities seeking change 
• I encourage you to form groups. When you come together, there is power in masses. 
When you are together you can achieve a lot. 
• Listen, when you just understand something you can change your living. In short there 
is power in the word. Acquire knowledge! If you understand something (what you are 
going through) you can change your life. When you discover, then you can recover. 
• Working hard can change your life and believe in yourself. 
• Working together towards a common goal can also change your lives. 
• When you want to change, you must have interest and hope in whatever you are 
doing. 
• The key point is that you must have discipline. Without discipline you cannot do 
anything, you have be disciplined for you to succeed. 
• If you want to change, firstly you must commit yourself to whatever you are doing. 
Commitment must be there. 
• If you want change, you must have a goal and be determined to get where you want 
to be. 
• If you want change, you must know where you are coming from, your life, your 
background, and where you want to go, then through that you can be determined to 
do something, forge ahead. It is like a journey, when you start a journey you must 
know where your destination is and you can’t stop a journey just in the middle of the 
road. You must know your destination and what you are supposed to carry. 
• You must have or carry love, understanding, determination and hope. 
• You should focus on planning and you must have vision. 
• If you want to have change you should know what a good leader should be. 
• You must put effort into whatever you are doing. 
Box 5-7 Z3’s advice for communities seeking change 
Advice was all in English (one person commented that she had never heard 
another member speak in English before). Sometimes group members added 
to other’s advice. The focus is personal and collective effort. Change is 
based on commitment, self-understanding and knowledge, hard work and 
vision, complemented by group support, collective effort and good 
leadership. Love and discipline are both important. 
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4) Concluding remarks 
The building project was a central focus of change for this group. There was 
also a strong focus on personal and corporate characteristics and attitudes, 
including such elements as respect, family, discipline, leadership, and vision. 
They contrasted their journey of change with another community with 
dilapidated houses and who were waiting for help. 
5.5 Common Themes 
This section examines the common elements in the photos, diaries, elements 
and obstacles to change, advice for other communities and the most frequent 
NVivo codes across all seven communities.  
5.5.1 Themes in Selected Photographs 
Summarising the 240 chosen photos runs the risk of over-harmonising and 
overlooking the specific and contextual nature of some photographs. 
However, the photos show some broad thematic concerns around change. 
These include: 
• A focus on forms of house construction/renovation, particularly home 
improvements and toilets (change means home improvements); 
• A common interest in scenes related to savings and loans and related 
enterprises (savings and change); 
• Change is linked to images of exchanges, including international and 
domestic trips (noting exchanges as a ritual for the federation); 
• Images relating to the life and activity of the federation, including forums, 
workshops, regional gatherings and more celebratory aspects. There 
were also images of local activity, including working bees and community 
projects (change as celebration, incorporating sense of identity); 
• Images from the settlements, including construction/change (such as 
roads or re-blocking), as well as photos that drew attention to issues 
(drains, rubbish); 
• The role of women in the movement. Women were often the subject of 
photos, usually positively (for example, ‘movement of the mamas’) and 
featured individually or collectively (women as change agents); 
• A significant focus on young children and in some case young people; 
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• Few photos featuring men. Men in photos were significant visitors, 
workshop presenters or speakers, or perhaps within group photos. 
5.5.2 Diaries 
The diaries were even more diverse; however, some common themes were: 
• Descriptions of life in the settlements, including positive (for example, 
group activities) and negative (for example, crime) aspects. Communal 
life was a strong focus, including as a domain where change occurs; 
• Different interactions with the municipality (local government as a partner 
in the life of the community); 
• Personal anecdotes, often describing a significant event in a person’s life 
(importance of narrative); 
• Some focus on group activities, including settlement projects and 
savings/share-outs. 
5.5.3 Elements of Change and Obstacles to Change 
In each community, there was a discussion on the elements and obstacles of 
change (see Section 4.4 for more detail). In order to stimulate discussion, six 
suggested elements of change and seven obstacles were offered. Table 5.2 
draws on Table 5.1 to show how the different communities took up these 
suggestions of elements of and obstacles to change. 
Table 5-2Communities - elements and obstacles to change 
From Table 5.2, all communities flagged the importance of good leaders and 
hope as Elements of change. Municipality and money were flagged by five 
Element Good 
leaders 
Hope Money Municipality 
as partner 
Support 
from NGO 
Good luck  
Number 
of 
communi
ties 
6 6 5 5 4 1  
        
Obstacle Corruption Lack 
of 
funds 
Fear Lack of time Resistance 
outside 
settlement 
Resistance 
within 
settlement 
Bad 
luck 
Number 
of 
communi
ties 
6 6 5 3 3 3 2 
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communities. All communities flagged corruption and lack of funds as 
obstacles; five communities also nominated fear. 
From the community suggested categories on Elements of Change, there 
were more diverse suggestions (a total of 40 suggestions as per Table 5.1). 
Within these suggestions, five groups nominated support/working together, 
four groups proposed variations around hard work/perseverance/ 
determination and three nominated education/knowledge. 
Similarly, in the community-suggested Obstacles to Change categories, while 
there were generally less suggestions offered, five nominated 
laziness/idleness or lack of perseverance/commitment and four groups 
nominated items related to ignorance/lack of knowledge or understanding37. 
Some themes are mirrored in that they appear as both positive of elements of 
change as well as negative obstacles, such as money – lack of funds; 
knowledge – ignorance; hard work – laziness and perhaps hope – fear.  
The prominent elements of change relate to internal dynamics (leadership, 
hope, hard work/working together) as well as partnerships with others 
(focused on the municipality and the support NGO), perhaps not surprising 
given that partnership is an SDI ritual (see Chapter 3). The category of 
money can be argued to also relate to partnerships, given the role of the 
support NGO (as partner) to source funds. 
Conversely, change is primarily blocked by elements external to the group 
and/or community (corruption, lack of funds) as well as characteristics which 
can be described as cultural dimensions (fear, laziness, lack of commitment), 
see Chapter 7 for more on these elements as cultural dimensions. Luck 
neither contributes positively to change nor seems to block it. 
5.5.4 Advice for other communities 
There is significant commonality in the themes that appear in the groups’ 
Advice for Other Communities Seeking Change. On a personal level, across 
the seven communities, people are encouraged to join a group, start a 
                                            
37 This includes lack of involvement from S1, which was explained as laziness and not 
wanting to be involved. 
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business, save, work hard, have a purpose (and discipline), be responsible, 
and try things out, in other words a strong focus on individual action and 
responsibility as drivers of change. The groups are saying, ‘Change can 
happen at a personal level, through personal action’. 
There is substantial advice for leaders and guidance on the qualities and 
actions they require. They must be strong; communicate well with their 
groups/communities, yet also be patient and speak on behalf of their 
communities without dictating; meet regularly with communities, and develop 
relationships with the municipality. All the communities recognised the 
importance of leaders and included advice about leadership. It appears that 
change cannot happen without strong group leadership. 
However, the groups state that leadership on its own is insufficient; there is 
also common advice that focuses on groups. Change seems to require 
groups as key support structures. These groups should be united; 
demonstrate respect; gain knowledge; support, help, teach and challenge 
each other; involve disadvantaged people; learn from mistakes; take action 
(and learn by doing); be honest about challenges, and go on exchanges. 
Lastly, there is advice that focuses on a community (settlement) level, with 
the groups highlighting their belief that they (and other groups) can have an 
impact on their wider communities. Hence, communities need to: engage 
with the municipality (not just through the leaders); develop community 
projects that involve community members (don’t wait for others); be united 
and know what they want; build up resources, and learn from other 
communities. If this happens, settlements can play a role in deciding their 
own destiny by impacting on what happens within the community, and 
impacting on external actors such as the local municipality. 
5.5.5 NVivo Codes 
As noted in Chapter 4, all data collected was coded inductively using the 
NVivo software. Over 180 codes were generated this way. Table 5.1 lists the 
top five NVivo codes for each of the seven communities. In examining these 
codes, savings appears as one of the top five codes for five of the 
communities (not in S2 or S3 where there are no SDI savings groups). 
Culture is also top-rated in five communities, municipal interaction in three 
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communities, and family, women, personal change and water and sanitation 
in two communities.  
Collating codes from all communities, across data sources on both trips, 
Table 5.3 presents the ten most prevalent codes across all data sources: 
Table 5-3: Top ten NVivo codes 
1. Savings 2. Culture 
3. Municipal interaction 4. Leadership 
5. Housing initiatives 6. Women 
7. Personal change 8. Water and sanitation 
9. Family 10. Community action  
 
This list demonstrates a reasonable correlation between the most prevalent 
coding across all data sources and the most prevalent codes within 
communities, particularly for savings, culture and municipal interaction, the 
top three codes for all data sources. 
5.6 Concluding remarks 
The summary of data from the communities and the identification of common 
themes within and across data sources now permits an initial analysis about 
priority themes. From the data, and based on the summaries presented in 
this chapter, the research question How do people living in informal 
settlements in Southern Africa mobilise to create change at personal, 
household and community levels? leads to a clear response. It appears that 
informal settlement dwellers in the researched communities mobilise to 
create change by (1) undertaking savings; (2) enlisting cultural dimensions of 
change; (3) engaging at different levels in order to evoke change; and (4) 
undertaking learning exchanges as learning processes and activities which 
contribute to change. These themes will be developed in the next four 
chapters, based on the following rationale. 
Savings, loans and change. Savings appears in photos, diaries, advice for 
communities, indeed all data sources. It is the most frequent theme, based 
on NVivo coding. Based on the research, settlement dwellers assert that their 
savings practices create change. Hence, Chapter 6 will explore the 
relationship between these savings practices and change for group members 
132 
and people in the seven communities. It will examine the data in more detail 
to highlight the representations informal settlement dwellers make about 
savings, and to examine the claims about the types of changes savings 
create for them.  
Culture and change. Culture was the second most prevalent NVivo code 
across all data, the most prevalent code for each Zambian community, and 
third and fourth most prevalent for S1 and S3 respectively (see Table 5.1). 
However, culture is a broad category that requires further clarification, as 
does its connection to change. From the communities, culture can sometimes 
also mitigate against change. Chapter 7 will explore those dimensions of 
culture – in the context of informal settlements – that link to change.  
Levels of Engagement: Municipal involvement was the third most frequent 
NVivo code and was included as an Element of Change in five communities. 
The municipality also featured in different photos and in communities’ Advice 
for other communities. However, rather than considering this in isolation, 
municipal involvement can be seen as a key approach within multi-
dimensional change-making strategies. Examining it this way gives an 
opportunity to incorporate other themes which relate to personal, group, or 
settlement levels (such as housing initiatives, water and sanitation and 
community activities, which were all in the top ten NVivo codes and were also 
prominent in photos). This approach also allows an examination of possible 
linkages. Is there any connection between the change that may be taking 
place for individuals, as compared to changes for groups, or for the wider 
settlement? The impact and mechanics of this will be examined in Chapter 8. 
Exchanges. Likewise, although exchanges were not a top-rated theme, they 
feature across a number of data sources, including photos, advice for other 
communities, and Elements of change. Exchanges were also referenced 
positively in personal interviews, and education was a theme across different 
data sources (and NVivo codes). A detailed consideration of Exchanges is 
justified because it opens up a discussion on the research sub-question, How 
do informal settlement dwellers understand, learn about change and share 
their knowledge about creating change? and highlights the connection for 
informal settlement dwellers between learning and epistemology, topics 
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noted in the literature review in Chapter 2. This discussion will be developed 
in Chapter 9.  
In conclusion, this chapter summarises the data collected in the research, 
across data forms that include photos, video interviews, songs, chants, 
dances, diary entries, traditional sayings, interviews, post-it notes, focus 
group discussions, sense-making workshops, Appreciative Inquiry exercises, 
and the presentation of advice on change from the seven communities. 
Across these diverse data forms, as an initial analysis, there are four key 
themes that provide an initial response to how informal settlement dwellers 
create and learn about change, with the responses focusing on savings, 
culture, levels of engagement, and learning exchanges. The details of these 
responses, the mechanics of processes and the impact on change of these 
four areas (savings, culture, levels of engagement, learning exchanges) will 
be examined in the next four chapters, focusing in detail on the 
representations from informal settlement dwellers in the data. 
The work of the next four chapters also provides an opportunity to seek 
underlying themes within and across these four responses. Beyond the initial 
analysis provided by settlement dwellers about change (by savings, through 
to exchanges), are there other, broader conclusions which can be drawn 
about how informal settlement dwellers create and learn about change, as a 
more meta-level response? This part of the analysis emerges at different 
places in the next four chapters but will be examined in a more 
comprehensive analysis in the last chapter. 
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CHAPTER 6. THE IMPACT OF SAVINGS ON 
PERSONAL AND COMMUNAL CHANGE 
Section 5.6 of the preceding chapter noted savings as the most prevalent 
code and theme in the data, with community respondents consistently 
proclaiming the importance of savings in creating change. This chapter 
explores the connections between savings and loans practices (particularly 
those of SDI groups) in informal settlements and the theory and practice of 
social change. It seeks to provide specific detail in answering the research 
question (How do people living in informal settlements in Southern Africa 
mobilise to create change at personal, household and community levels?) 
focusing on economic as well as other benefits as domains of change related 
to savings. Why is savings important for settlement dwellers, what are the 
specific aspects of savings that contribute to change, and what types of 
change arise from savings, within the personal, household and communal 
domains of the research question? Drawing on the conceptual framework of 
the study introduced in Chapter 2, this chapter will focus on the area of 
approaches to change, although some theoretical implications will also be 
examined as well as giving some consideration to the context of SDI and 
informal settlement dwellers’ savings practices. Although in broad terms, the 
research focuses on general approaches to change within the seven 
communities, this chapter focuses more specifically on SDI savings and loan 
approaches. This focus draws attention to the connection between a set of 
savings and loan practices and evidence of change. 
In exploring the link between savings and change, the chapter commences 
with an outline of key areas of debate about the place of micro-finance in 
improving the situation of poor people. This is a more specific exploration of 
issues, debates and established research findings on microfinance, as 
background before examining the research data on savings and loans. The 
debate focuses on the more technical discipline of microfinance and is 
presented here, rather than in the Literature Review, which was more 
focused on major theoretical traditions (such as sociology, social movement 
theory) and their relation to broader dimensions of social change.  
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In examining the data, this chapter focuses on three areas: (a) the 
connection between savings and personal change; (b) the connection 
between savings and communal change; and (c) limitations of savings. 
Finally, the chapter draws broad conclusions about the nature and domains 
of change which are associated with micro-finance for informal settlement 
dwellers. 
6.1 Debates on microfinance 
In summary, people in the research communities were adamant about the 
positive role of savings in creating change. However, how do these 
comments align with theoretical debates around micro-finance? There are 
two broad areas of debate relevant to this research, which require some 
exploration before turning to the data: (1) the effectiveness of microfinance 
as a development intervention or economic empowerment strategy (or, does 
microfinance make a difference in the lives of poor people?); and (2) the 
debate around the validity and the ideological basis of microfinance as a 
development intervention (or, given the research’s focus on the need for de-
colonising and the realities of a global hegemonic system, does the ideology 
of microfinance align with global hegemonies or seek to counteract them?).  
Firstly, a brief note on terms and categorisations. Microfinance is an umbrella 
term and can encompass ‘micro-credit, micro-savings, micro-insurance and 
money transfers for the poor’ (Stewart, Van Rooyen, Dickson, Majoro, & De 
Wet, 2010, p. 10). Microfinance can be provided by a range of providers, 
including: formal providers (such as banks); semi-formal, including 
microfinance institutes (MFIs) such as the Grameen Bank and some NGOs, 
and informal providers, including money lenders, rotating savings and credit 
associations (RoSCAs), and savings clubs (Matin, Hulme, & Rutherford, 
2002). RoSCas in particular have had a long term presence in Africa and are 
groups which focus not so much on economic prosperity but the holistic 
contribution to women’s well-being (Rashid & Makuwira, 2014). 
Savings and loan practices in the research communities are in the third 
category, that is services provided by informal providers, and contributing to 
domains beyond economic prosperity as noted by Rashid and Makuwira 
(2014). This form of microfinance can be described as ‘mutual finance – 
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group-based or reciprocal financial services’ (Matin et al., 2002, p. 481) and 
‘collective financial accumulations accrued by a defined (but often not 
formalised) group of people’ (Mitlin, Satterthwaite, & Bartlett, 2011, p. iv). The 
focus is on self-help, mutuality, and group-based activity, rather than the 
provision of financial services by an external institution or service provider. 
Effectiveness of Microfinance  
There is wide-ranging debate about the effectiveness of microfinance as a 
development and poverty alleviation strategy. When it first became a 
widespread intervention, microfinance was seen as the ‘golden bullet’ of 
development (Stewart et al., 2010, p. 4). However, there has been an 
increased focus on empirical evidence on microfinance’s effectiveness as a 
development intervention, as well as increased focus on other consequences 
and impacts arising from microfinance programs.  
Microfinance programs can be predicated on simple views of client needs, 
however the financial dealings of poor people are surprisingly complex 
(Collins, Morduch, Rutherford, & Ruthven, 2009), as evidenced in the 
research communities. Poor people are able to juggle diverse financial 
arrangements and use a combination of savings and lending from different 
sources depending on sometimes rapidly changing circumstances. Collins et 
al.’s study (2009) highlights the agency of poor people in actively managing 
their financial requirements. Poor people are not necessarily waiting 
passively for an external MFI to provide services; they are already active in 
managing existing services and financial instruments. 
Other research (for example Stewart et al., 2010) questions the purported 
impacts and benefits of microfinance (including micro-savings). Stewart et al. 
(2010) note the lack of rigour in the evaluation of microfinance programs and 
map out the mixed empirical results that emerge in terms of impact of both 
micro-credit and micro-savings programs. Regarding micro-savings (of most 
relevance to this research), empirically, micro-savings has no impact on poor 
people’s income; but more positively, it does have a positive impact on the 
level of savings and accumulation of assets (see also Hulme & Arun, 2011). 
It also has a general positive impact on health, nutrition and food-security 
(Stewart et al. 2010). According to this study (Stewart et al., 2010), micro-
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savings may be preferable to micro-credit; yet under some conditions 
microfinance can make people poorer rather than richer. It has also been 
argued (Hulme, Moore, & Barrientos, 2009) that formal microfinance 
providers can ignore the role of savings (savings being the focus of SDI’s 
approach), which can play a key role in helping poor people manage 
vulnerability through protection against shocks and in building an asset base. 
It is arguable (Banerjee, Duflo, Glennerster, & Kinnan, 2013) that micro-credit 
has empirical, positive development outcomes on health, education and 
women’s empowerment. However, Banerjee et al.’s research (2013) did find 
an increase in investment in household durable goods (also evident in this 
research project) and a reduction in temptation goods.38 Microfinance 
programs have been criticised as not reaching the poorest of the poor 
(Hulme & Arun, 2011), a conclusion which is possibly true in the research 
communities.  
The impact on women’s empowerment and social cohesion also appears 
debatable (Hulme & Arun, 2011; Stewart et al., 2010). As will be shown, for 
the researched communities, social cohesion was often claimed as arising 
from involvement in savings groups, suggesting that the researched 
communities may disagree with some of the research on the topic of social 
cohesion.  
However, the above research on the impact of microfinance on women’s 
empowerment needs to be seen in a context that acknowledges the changing 
place of women in African society (Tripp, 1994), the historical barriers for 
women (particularly poor women) in accessing formal credit, as well as the 
growing importance of the informal sector in African societies. Women’s 
involvement in formal and informal (savings) groups can play a number of 
roles, not only in providing group based credit, but also in incorporating 
welfare and social services; these are important features, given the typical 
orientation of women around their roles in the home. Tripp (1994) argues that 
forming groups with diverse interests and objectives is part of how women 
respond to difficulties in life. In the process, they are ‘reclaiming space to 
                                            
38 Temptation goods are ones that households said that they would like reduce, including 
alcohol, gambling, and food consumed outside the home (Banerjee et al., 2013, p. 20). 
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define their own needs, formulate their own organisational strategies, and 
rely on their own abilities’ (Tripp, 1994, p. 166).  
Other scholars (for example Mitlin et al., 2011) argue that community savings 
(in contrast to other forms of microfinance) do meet a range of needs of the 
lowest income groups, agreeing (for example with Tripp, 1994) that these 
groups address women’s financial needs as well as building agency, help 
women address gendered needs and take on a more public profile. 
Community savings are also seen to impact positively on collective capacity, 
housing needs, political inclusion and poverty reduction (Mitlin et al., 2011). 
The above perspective highlights the need to recognise the ontological basis 
that underpins any development or empowerment approach. There also 
needs to be scrutiny as to whether interventions and services recognise the 
agency of women in the way they organise and form collective identities.  
In relation to SDI’s approach and the savings available to community 
members, McMichael (2010) argues that the community savings approach 
creates a ‘pluralist polity’ (McMichael, 2010, p. 161), which contrasts with the 
neo-liberal discipline imposed by formal MFIs’ lending programs. For 
McMichael, SDI and similar models provide an openness to different levels of 
participation and a recognition of the fluctuating life circumstances of people 
in informal settlements. 
To summarise, the empirical evidence on the impact of micro-savings and 
micro-credit is mixed, although micro-savings does have some quantifiable 
benefits, particularly related to asset accumulation and health-related 
domains. Some potential, positive impacts of micro-savings seem to be more 
related to issues of empowerment, gender and identity, areas which are 
harder to measure by quantitative impact evaluations derived from positivist 
epistemologies (Lincoln, Lynham, & Gupta, 2011).  
Exploring the implications of these findings in the context of change 
strategies in Southern African informal settlements suggests that the SDI 
model of micro-savings may help to reduce shocks, help establish assets and 
contribute to wider domains of participation, gender strategies and trust. A 
direct, empirically measurable impact on economic change arising from 
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savings groups from the study is not expected, based on the general 
consensus from empirical evidence, and also because this research project 
focuses on personal meaning (as distinct to empirical evidence) associated 
with change strategies such as savings. Section 6.3 explores this in more 
depth, noting that most of the findings relate to intangible, yet very important, 
personal and communal benefits of savings. 
Microfinance and ideological framing 
There is also a debate about the ideological framing of microfinance, 
including questions about microfinance’s place in wider, societal 
transformations. Micro-credit is seen as part of the wider liberalisation of 
economies and a move away from redistributive, social policy strategies 
(Fernandez, 2012). Proponents of microfinance have been criticised for 
overstating its role in overcoming poverty and ignoring the place of other 
political and social macro-level changes (Hulme & Arun, 2011). There is also 
the argument that microfinance impacts negatively on local institutions 
already contributing to local development, and thus is seen to be at odds with 
sustainable economic and social development approaches and not 
contributing to sustainable poverty alleviation (Bateman, 2010). 
Microfinance, particularly the Grameen Bank approach, is also criticised as a 
neoliberal project based on myths of the type of finance that poor people 
want, and on misguided ideals of their dreams of becoming entrepreneurs 
(Banerjee & Duflo, 2008). The reality imposed by MFIs, and funded by 
multilateral and bilateral donors, is the support of ‘survivalist’ economies 
(Bateman, 2010, p. 32) with no real hope for genuine empowerment or 
poverty alleviation. The argument here is that jobs are not being created, but 
merely displaced or transferred from paid work to micro-enterprises. 
As a policy alternative, there should be support for ‘local financial systems’ 
(Bateman, 2010, p. 198), including subsidised lending schemes, public and 
private ownership models and integration into local planning approaches, or 
non-neoliberal approaches. Bateman also endorses endogenous 
microfinance models, which include self-help groups and a focus on funding 
projects linked into community development plans and collective activity, 
models which reflect similar approaches to those used by SDI. 
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Focusing specifically on informal settlements, Davis (2006) echoes 
Bateman’s critique on microfinance as survival, arguing that the growth of 
micro-credit needs to be seen within a wider framework of an informal sector 
in which women and children are particularly exploited, where intense 
competition is reducing social capital in communities and thus exacerbating 
an ultimately catastrophic situation. Micro-credit is only a survival strategy, 
helping some to tread water, but with little impact on reducing poverty. For 
Davis, microfinance sits within an informal sector at the heart of slums, which 
is a ‘living museum of human exploitation’ (Davis, 2006, p. 186).  
These broader policy debates highlight that even if some individuals may 
show some positive gains, these must be seen in the wider context of larger 
trends and a global system that arguably has no real interest in the 
sustainable well-being of informal settlement dwellers. For Davis and others, 
the global economy requires the absorption of poor people into a system that 
will continue their exploitation and participation ‘into the system of their own 
oppression’ (Podlashuc, 2011, p. 31).  
For this research, the relevant question is whether SDI’s savings programs 
are contributing to a program of co-option for settlement dwellers, or do such 
arguments overlook the agency of settlement dwellers and ignore the 
changes that are taking place, notwithstanding the presence of a global 
system of oppression? From within an interpretivist paradigm (see Chapter 
4), the research’s findings speak into the debate on the different areas of 
positive impact of microfinance. As will be shown, the data suggest an in-
depth articulation of the value of savings and loans to group members as 
individuals, households, groups and beyond. The study speaks about 
agency, empowerment, and social cohesion, as well as asset accumulation 
and the material benefits of savings and loans. The details of these findings 
and the implications for the debate on microfinance in creating change are 
explored below. 
6.2 Savings in the research communities 
As noted in Chapter 5, savings was a dominant theme in the data; in talking 
about and representing change, community participants wanted to reference 
the place of savings. Savings was the most coded theme in NVivo (across all 
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data sources) and is referenced in Chosen photos, Diary entries, Advice for 
other communities, and Changes in the last six months (for example the 
establishment of new savings groups as evidence of recent change in 
community Z1). Savings was also proposed as an Element of change (in Z1, 
see Table 5.1) and the wider, related category of Money was nominated as 
an Element of change in four different communities (S1, Z1, Z2, Z3). Some 
communities went to great detail (particularly in workshops and in diaries) in 
describing their savings activities, and savings and loans processes were 
referenced in a number of video interviews, particularly linking savings and 
loans to personal change (see later in this chapter). Savings was also 
suggested as a topic in the planned co-research project.39  
Many community members highlighted that savings were important and were 
contributing to change for them. Generally, references to savings were 
positive, noting that those with negative experience were possibly more likely 
to withdraw from groups and not participate in the research.  
SDI’s literature is clear as to the priority of savings for the organisation. 
Statements such as ‘Savings is at the heart of community mobilisation’ (SDI 
South African Alliance, 2012e) are prominent in organisation documents, as 
well as reflected in staff and community members’ comments throughout the 
research. Savings is the first of the six rituals of the federation; the idea of 
ritual and its relevance to change will be explored later in the chapter, as well 
as in Chapter 9 (Exchanges) and Chapter 10 (Conclusions). 
A sense of the scale of the SDI savings programs (noting that many informal 
settlement dwellers may have access to other savings programs, as outlined 
below) is provided in the following table, derived from the SDI SA 2014 
Annual Report (SDI South African Alliance, 2014), although this opening and 
closing balances only provide a snapshot of funds at a particular time, rather 
than the cycle of deposits and payments through the year. 
 
                                            
39 The Zambian federation, noting some MFIs’ practices are antithetical to the federation’s 
community savings approach. 
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Table 6-1: Savings Schemes in SDI South Africa 2013/2014 
Province Savings 
schemes 
Members Average 
members 
/scheme 
Opening 
balance 
Average 
balance/ 
member (2013) 
Closing 
balance 
Average 
balance/ 
member (2014) 
Growth 
in funds  
Average closing 
balance /scheme 
Eastern 
Cape 
68 1100 16.2 R 97,295.00 R 88.45 R 110,085.00 R 100.08 13% R 1,618.90 
Gauteng 47 5800 123.4 R 2,736,675.00 R 471.84 R 2,745,573.00 R 473.37 0% R 58,416.45 
Free State 23 1031 44.8 R 106,223.00 R 103.03 R 120,543.00 R 116.92 13% R 5,241.00 
Limpopo 30 750 25 R 66,299.00 R 88.40 R 74,419.00 R 99.23 12% R 2,480.63 
North West 63 5832 92.6 R 543,931.00 R 93.27 R 502,799.00 R 86.21 -8% R 7,980.94 
Mpumalanga 19 1099 57.8 R 95,191.00 R 86.62 R 199,499.00 R 181.53 110% R 10,499.95 
KwaZulu 
Natal 
97 11331 116.8 R 722,933.00 R 63.80 R 722,933.00 R 63.80 0% R 7,452.92 
Western 
Cape40 
34 999 29.4 R 133,526.00 R 133.66 R 133,526.00 R 133.66 0% R 3,927.24 
TOTAL 381 27942 506 R 4,404,778.00 R 157.64 R 4,499,292.00 R 161.02 2% R 11,809.17 
 
                                            
40 All research communities were in Western Cape. 
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Detailed statistics on Zambia’s savings groups were not readily available;41 
however, the Global Annual Report for SDI provides the following table of 
information (Shack/Slum Dwellers International, 2015): 
Table 6-2: Basic statistics on savers and groups from SA and Zambia, 2015 
Statistics South Africa Zambia 
Cities/Municipalities 51 44 
Slum Settlements 1,245 269 
Savers 29,523 47,750 
Savings Groups 376 492 
Some points to note from Tables 6.1 and 6.2 are as follows: 
• Table 6.1 shows variances in almost all categories: numbers of 
schemes per province (from 19 to 97); average number of members 
per scheme (from 16 to 123); average balance per member (R 64 to R 
472); growth in funds managed (from -8% to 110%); and amounts 
managed per scheme (from R 1,600 to R 58,000). This suggests 
volatility for the overall program, as well as the possibility that local, 
contextual issues impact on the growth and size of each scheme.  
• According to Oxfam, in 2012 – 2013 52% of South Africans lived 
below the poverty line of R 577/month and 10% lived in extreme 
poverty or less than R 191/month (Cole, 2015). In comparison, Table 
6.1 indicates that the average scheme member holds on deposit 
between one third and 2.5 multiples of the amount required to survive 
on the extreme poverty line. 
• Western Cape, the focus for the study in SA, has the third least 
number of savings schemes, the second smallest membership, a zero 
growth in funds managed and the third lowest closing balance. 
Possible reasons for what might be termed under-performance were 
not explored in the research, since the focus was on community 
members’ experience of savings and other change-related programs.  
                                            
41 Unlike SDI in SA, SDI in Zambia does not have its own website. The global SDI website 
does not include any savings-based statistics on the Zambia federation (Shack/Slum 
Dwellers International, 2016e). 
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• There are slight variations in numbers of members and schemes for 
SA from Table 6.1 (381 groups and 27,942 savers) to Table 6.2 (376 
groups and 29,523 savers), highlighting that despite a small drop in 
the number of groups, there had nevertheless been a 6% increase in 
funds managed between 2013/2104 and 2015.  
• Despite the paucity of data, Table 6.2 highlights a considerably larger 
numbers of savers and savings groups in Zambia compared to SA, 
reflecting both a different social, economic and political context and 
different focus for the national federation, topics to be explored later in 
this chapter. 
The communities noted different savings and lending schemes available to 
them through SDI, with some overlap in purpose and operation. There were 
three types of schemes, with some local variations of operation and a variety 
of names: 
• Pooling of funds through a simple collecting of (usually) small amounts 
of money, without the transaction costs or inaccessibility of banks. 
Often the funds were later returned to members, sometimes with 
interest, or in the form of goods purchased with collected funds (for 
example the Christmas saving club in community S1). In some cases, 
funds could also be used to support an individual member in a time of 
need (a social fund noted in Z1). 
• Pooling of funds from members’ contributions, which were then lent 
out to other members at a lower interest rate than that charged by 
local money lenders. These loans were typically used for group 
members’ businesses, or for asset purchases, including as an 
alternative to expensive hire purchase (S4). In some cases, collected 
funds were distributed out at regular intervals (for example six 
months), with interest, through a share-out arrangement. 
• Establishing an initial deposit (and thus a savings record) for a larger 
loan from the federation (for example, eco-san toilets in Z1, or home 
improvements loans in a number of communities).  
Based on other studies (for example James, 2015; Podlashuc, 2011) as well 
as comments from community members, informal settlement dwellers would 
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also have access to other microfinance arrangements, including burial 
societies, stokvels (informal savings club found in South Africa; James, 
2015), local moneylenders, individual borrowings, and locally arranged 
revolving funds (in which participants contribute regularly and each may take 
turns to receive the total saved). The presence and use of these other 
financial instruments illustrates the financial complexity of poor people’s lives, 
as previously discussed (Collins et al., 2009). 
Direct involvement in formal banks was rare, although one woman in Z2 
noted that she was opening a number of bank accounts. Community S1 kept 
their substantial Christmas club savings in a bank account until withdrawal to 
purchase items for distribution to all contributing members in December. This 
practice of avoiding banks reflects the comment from a community member 
and leader (NN, female, S4, English), who stated, ‘The one thing I learnt from 
India and implemented here is that poor people's money doesn't sit in a 
bank.’, since this leads invariably to exorbitant transaction charges. Banks 
were seen as predatory, with transactions costs and charges that can quickly 
consume any available balance. 
The SDI schemes were generally focused around the savings practices of 
individuals or households, with some exceptions. These exceptions were 
usually community focused, such as the Community Upgrading Finance 
Facility (CUFF) established by the SA SDI42. There were two similar 
community-based schemes in Zambia, the Urban Poor Fund and the City 
Fund. Paralleling the community-focused lending programs was the land 
development project being undertaken in community Z3, in which SDI was 
coordinating and supporting the overall development program, with land 
provided free by the local municipality and families purchasing blocks from 
the federation. This scheme allowed poor urban people to gain their own plot 
of land, access lower-interest loans to build, and receive support from the 
national federation. These examples reflect the more community-based 
financing models proposed by Bateman (2010).  
Having provided a summary of SDI’s savings and loan programs, the next 
stage is to examine the data on the link between savings and change, 
                                            
42 See Section 3.2 for more on CUFF. 
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drawing on comments on photos, diary entries, video interviews and 
workshop discussion data. The contribution to change appears in two 
categories: (a) personal, and (b) communal. A third issue about limits to 
micro-finance, which cuts across both personal and communal, will also be 
discussed (see Section 6.5). 
6.3 Personal impacts of microfinance 
There was widespread agreement about the positive, personal impact of 
savings. Sample comments include the following from a group discussion: 
‘Everyday savings has made a change in my life. Everyday you save, from 5 
cents to whatever, it’s a change, because our coloured people they don’t 
want to save’ (YY, female, S4, mixture of English and Afrikaans).  
Personal economic impact 
One clear theme was the economic impact of savings. Hence, in the same 
discussion as above, another woman noted in English,  
Save for that fridge ... and pay for that fridge in cash, you don’t have to 
pay that hire purchase and all that! That’s what savings teach you, you 
start from 5 cents, you can save as much as you can... you go into the 
shop and buy cash.  
 SDI staff member: How does that make you feel? 
It makes you really big, you can say ‘that’s mine!’ (XX, female, S4, 
English) 
In S1, as an example of Changes in the last six months, the savings group 
leader commented on how the group had drawn in women who were 
attracted initially to the idea of getting together as women but were 
subsequently inspired to take loans and start their own businesses, 
suggesting the power of personal example as a way of encouraging people 
to take on their own loans and businesses: 
Some people, when they initially came to the group, they didn't have 
any money, they were just coming because they saw these women 
getting together. But now those people have started up their own 
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business, because they see some people take loans to start their own 
small business, so some are selling chicken feet, so they can sustain 
themselves, so instead of now coming together as a community to 
gossip about anything, they start talking about money ... how to make 
more money. (ZZ, female, S1, translated) 
In Z1, in the corresponding discussion on Changes in the last six months, BB 
commented first on joining the federation and how savings helped deal with 
‘her problem with sending her children to school’, and noted another reason 
for getting involved (echoing ZZ in SA’s view of moving from inaction to 
something more productive): ‘I joined the federation because I saw I am a 
woman and I can’t just be sitting at home, I can do something. I saw what 
other woman were doing... even me I can do such work and have something 
for my life’ (BB, female, Z1, translated) 
A number of comments focused on the idea of reducing or fighting poverty in 
the household, such as ‘I joined [the] federation in order for me to reduce 
poverty in my home. Because I am a widow, I call myself a widow, a mother 
of 5 [children] and 4 grandchildren’. (CC, female, Z2, English)  
In a community meeting in Z3, AA narrated her introduction to the federation 
and the personal impact it had on her and her household’s economic status: 
I didn’t know that there was a federation before I started. There was 
someone who came to tell me about it... She explained to me the 
benefits of the federation. So when she explained to me what it was 
like and the benefits I could receive and how they would improve the 
federation, that was how I joined. I joined in 2008. When I joined the 
federation in 2008 I found that the federation worked just the way it 
had been explained to me. And I was very joyful when I joined the 
federation because before I joined the federation I would not have 
been able to stand in front of you the way I am now. I was shy and I 
was scared. (AA, female, Z3, translated) 
She also added, ‘And in the federation what I have found that is so good, that 
has made me stay this long, I have found that the federation teaches us how 
to get rid of poverty in the family’ (AA, female, Z3, translated) 
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Some women also described the sequence of gradually increasing loans (for 
example MM, female, Z2; and DD, female, Z1), which had been used to 
develop businesses or to make home improvements. Businesses included 
buying and selling second-hand clothes, operating beauty parlours or 
barbershops, making loans to other informal settlement dwellers, selling food 
(for example fritters), and small shops or kiosks. Some women were 
travelling to other countries (for example from Zambia to SA) to conduct 
trade. Some were renting out rooms in their now-extended homes to 
generate income (for example in Z2), an activity of interest in the later 
discussion on the limits of SDI’s program.  
Although community members spoke enthusiastically about other strategies 
which have economic impacts (see later chapters), none of the other 
approaches were characterised so directly as ‘ending poverty’ at a 
personal/household level. This suggests that savings is at the core of 
personal approaches to poverty eradication and a focus of personal change 
for the people in the research communities 
The significance of saving also emerged in the communities’ Chosen photos, 
for example Z1 where 13 of the 40 photos included activities directly related 
to loans received by the community members (such as building toilets, 
extending houses, workshops). Other chosen photos included pictures of 
people conducting small business as a result of loans received (Z2, Z3). 
Figure 6-1 Participant photo: ‘This is the total sum of  
money they made that day’ 
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Savings, personal growth and change 
There was a growing sense of accomplishment, from experiences such as 
having gotten ‘rid of poverty in the family’ to expanding one’s home, 
successfully starting one or more businesses, having more assets (and 
having choices about how to purchase those assets) or having money at 
Christmas time or for school fees. This was often presented as a sense of 
progression, or positive change in the personal circumstances of the 
individual (and hence her/his family), and this was usually associated with 
something very tangible (a room, a business, a fridge). 
Similarly, there was a sense of confidence, in part derived from the 
accomplishments listed above, but also perhaps from an awareness of 
having successfully negotiated progressions in loans or business 
arrangements. Involvement in savings, coupled with this growth in 
confidence, led to leadership roles for some women (for example EE in Z1, 
MM in Z2, NN in S4, ZZ in S1) in the savings groups, or in representative 
groups in the wider federation, or in being commissioned to support new 
savings groups in other communities; 
Some women spoke about a sense of purpose and personal change, as 
typified by CC in Z2 above: ‘I can’t just be sitting at home, I can do 
something’. This was often embedded in a narrative which included a 
portrayal of idleness, or ‘just gossiping’ before involvement in the federation 
and a subsequent change or end-state involving work and self-reliance. 
Some of this brings to mind Goffman’s ideas of ‘production format’ (how a 
speaker manages her speaking) and ‘participation status’ (how others are 
connected to someone speaking) (Goffman, 1981 as quoted in Jackson, 
2012, p. 1005), so that these women can be seen as speakers who are 
constructing and communicating particular narratives and designating roles 
for themselves and others within these narratives. 
Furthermore, there was a representation of an experience of learning which 
is incidental and embedded in everyday tasks (collecting and sharing 
money), yet is also the basis of a complex and contested social activity 
(Foley, 1999). The process of learning skills in the savings groups not only 
provides purpose and triggers personal change as noted above, it lays the 
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groundwork for further challenges to power. Having challenged narratives of 
personal and economic powerlessness, other movement activities allow 
federation members to build on this sense of confidence and courage, as will 
be shown in subsequent chapters. 
These conclusions on personal change will be further explored at the end of 
this chapter together with those related to the communal dimensions of 
micro-finance in the next section, and some findings on the limitations of 
micro-finance in the research communities. 
6.4 Communal impacts of microfinance 
Communal aspects of micro-finance featured strongly in the research. For 
example, Chosen photos of change included:  
• photos of piles of money collected during group meetings (S1, S4);  
• photos of savings group gatherings (S1, Z2, Z3), including both 
business meetings and social activities (S1, Z2);  
• photos of posters or exercise books with collected savings (S1, S4, 
Z1, Z3);  
• photos of share-outs, distribution of saved funds, or goods bought with 
group funds (5 of S1’s photos).  
Likewise, group songs involving savings or savings groups also featured 
strongly; for example, Z1’s use of a song with a message encouraging all 
group members to save: ‘Saving a dollar, it doesn't matter whether you are 
old, if you are an old, old woman, you can save.’ This song was also sung in 
Z2 and seems to be based on a song learnt on exchange in Zimbabwe. See 
Chapter 7 for more on songs. 
Although there are some differences as to the uptake of savings between the 
countries (see later in this chapter), there was consistency in both SA and 
Zambia as to the stated importance of savings, which was typically described 
as the ‘backbone of the federation’ (ZZZ, female staff member, Zambia, 
English). Savings was seen as the central or most important ritual, and the 
basis for other rituals. For ZZZ, ‘without savings, there is no point in coming 
together.’  
151 
Savings and group cohesion 
The research demonstrates there was another layer to some of these 
comments, in that saving was not seen as a complete outcome in itself, but 
as a tool for strengthening group processes, a way of allowing ‘women to 
come together and open up, start building trust in one other and start opening 
up about the challenges they are facing daily in their homes’ (NN, female, S4, 
English). For UU (female, S1, English) ‘savings help establish trust’, a 
message echoed by staff worker BBB: 
Sometimes (we) place too much emphasis on almost the financial and 
administrative. The value is, what has happened, that savings forms a 
bond between them, they know each other, maybe there is a break, 
something happens in the community, you will see that same group 
coming together and working, working amazingly. (BBB, female, SA, 
English) 
This perspective sees trust not as a one-off commodity, but ‘as a process’ 
(BBB) which is integrated into the messy work of communal savings. There 
was a recognition that groups failed, that sometimes treasurers would 
abscond, but that even out of that sense of betrayal, something could be 
rebuilt and new bonds of trust re-established. BBB subsequently commented, 
‘Savings does help to establish trust and it also helps to test, when 
something goes wrong, how does that group absorb that, what do they do? ... 
Maybe the savings [financial] value doesn’t become higher, but the group 
becomes stronger’. In this analysis, a crisis becomes an opportunity to test 
the strength of the group to be able to respond and to forge stronger intra-
group bonds. 
Community S1 noted (in group discussion and in diary entries) how the group 
had to deal with a member who had not kept up with her payments but still 
wanted to benefit from the Christmas share-out. In the words of the diary 
writer (unnamed person, translated), ‘she did apologise because she tried 
her best to get money but she failed’. Although there was some 
disagreement in the group, the savings group leader allowed the woman to 
receive her allocation and she later caught up with her payments. This 
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incident was an insight into how the group had dealt with the tensions 
involved but kept a commitment to trust and forgiveness within the group. 
There was widespread recognition of the bonds that could develop as a 
result of savings. For NN, ‘Savings ... is a tool, they are using it as a tool, to 
come together and start talking, bonding, forming their social cohesion, 
having a family, create a home, and that is how I see the value of savings’ 
(NN, female, S4, English) 
Others also talked about their group as family, or as an environment in which 
they can find support and solidarity. In S4, other women agreed with NN’s 
statements above, including YY:  
These savings groups, it’s mostly women, there are men – she’s got a 
few men – but it’s mostly women, and our women, we've got 
problems, like household problems, men problems, children problems, 
all that kind of stuff. You know what's nice for me is we can sit and we 
can talk about that, so it's not so heavy say for me to keep that inside, 
[to think] there is no-one to talk to, there is always (person 1), (person 
2) or (person 3) that I can talk to them and it's all part of the savings 
group. (YY, female, S4, English) 
To this comment, XX added, ‘we are like a family, yes... I know about your 
problems, you know about mine’ (XX, female, S4, English), or as YY 
expressed it, ‘A saver is like a sister’ (YY, female, S4, English).  
This solidarity was echoed in Zambian community Z2’s Advice for 
communities seeking change. MM’s statement brings together notions of 
family and fighting poverty: 
If you join a group, you can save together, in order to fight poverty as 
women. If you form a group, you will make a family and you will save 
together, so if you need salt for example, you don’t need to ask 
anyone from outside, you can ask from the group. Eventually you will 
have enough money to buy your own packet of salt and poverty will be 
reduced in your household. (MM, female, S4, mixture of English and 
vernacular) 
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This family aspect also means a common sharing of issues and solutions, as 
also noted by MM:  
As collectors go about... It’s about collecting people and collecting 
problems which will bring us together. When we come to our 
meetings, we talk about the events that happened in the week... we 
are going to share, we are going to discuss the way forward. (MM, 
female, Z2, English) 
The link between personal saving and group support, based on the inherent 
strength of the women involved, was also brought out by one of the 
federation leaders:  
But the aim and the objective of the savings is to bring poor women 
together to speak about the community needs, to speak about the 
issues and finding the solutions within themselves. So when you come 
together and you start speaking about your needs there is a solution 
and also then the support kicks in immediately, so for example if (XX) 
tells me now this is her problem, (YY) says it is also her problem. But 
also how do they support each other and find a solution? By taking 
each other by the hand. They’re going to build themselves – they are 
strong women – that why it is called people building people to build 
communities and that’s the whole concept of group savings. (XW, 
female, SA federation, English) 
Savings and power relations 
One other element that emerged as a communal benefit of savings was 
increased power and standing in relation to the municipality and other figures 
of power. TT, who had recently re-joined the savings group, noted: 
I decided to [re]join, because... if you are in the savings group it's easy 
to go to the government, tell the government, ‘look we are a group of 
so many people, we have this amount of money in the bank, we would 
like... to have something like water, sanitation’, it was going to be easy 
for us to go to the government, to challenge the government to help 
us.  
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(Do you think they will listen?) 
They will listen if you have got money. Because it is not like you are 
going to beg, like someone wanting to be spoon fed, we do not want to 
be spoon fed, we just want something, somebody who is going to help 
us to do something better for ourselves. (TT, female, S1, English) 
A slightly different interpretation came from NN (female, S4, English), who 
said that ‘savings help women find their tongue’, an expression which speaks 
to empowerment and an ability for women to speak up, even in the face of 
forces that seek to keep them quiet and subservient, and which echoes the 
discussion in Chapter 4 on the place of the Mmutle in speaking to power 
(Dube, 2016). An explicit linking of savings and power came also from 
Zambia NGO staff member ZZZ:  
The more you strengthen savings to be more stronger, the more 
voices you can have, the more people you can get to join the 
federation. I think there is power in savings, because it also helps you 
to advocate, to go with something on the table, not just saying ‘OK we 
want this, we are demanding our right to housing’ but ‘what are you 
doing towards that?’ he says. So, the savings are the ones that speak 
out to say, ‘OK, for us, we are talking about, we have come together, 
we have not just come together to discuss, we have come together, 
we are discussing, but we are also saving towards the problems that 
we have’... The efforts can be seen, because they are saying ‘we are 
poor, but we are not helpless, we can do something’ (ZZZ, female 
staff, Zambia, English) 
Savings was also linked to a sense of being known, or named, as identified 
by a savings group member in S1: 
Before the savings group they didn’t even know each other, even the 
names, so they just referred to ... ‘that one is my neighbour’ and that’s 
typical of the townships just refer to people, ‘oh, that’s my neighbour’... 
and you can continuously go on for years without knowing a person’s 
name you [are] just referred to [as] umesa, umesa, which is a 
neighbour. But now because of that savings group, in the community 
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they know each other so much, they know each other’s name, first 
name, surname, their clan names so whoever comes in the 
community looking for them – it might be a person from their in-laws, 
when someone from your in-laws comes looking for you that don’t 
typically call you the name you know, they call you with a specific 
name. Because of a savings group, because they know the name, 
they can even be directed to one’s house. (YT, female, S1, translated) 
In contrast to other research noted in Section 6.1, which was ambivalent 
about the link between savings and social cohesion, community members 
(and staff) are making particular claims about the power of savings at a 
communal level. Building on the previously noted impacts of savings at a 
personal level (a sense of tangible accomplishment, confidence and a 
personal sense of purpose and change), the study highlights that at a 
communal level, savings contribute to group cohesion, a greater sense of 
belonging (mirroring that of a family structure), a sharing of problems and 
solutions, a sense of being known, a great ability to negotiate with institutions 
of power, and the strengthening – and sometimes renewing – of trust 
between group members. 
 
Figure 6-2: Participant photo: 'Shows the plots when we had to dig the foundations, 
we dug. We don't recognise it because the site has changed ' 
Levels of personal and communal change are linked, in that the group 
provides an environment in which individual members can find acceptance, a 
supportive context in which to start savings and borrowing, and start to learn 
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some of the processes and details of savings and business activities. A 
positive experience in their individual enterprises provides greater confidence 
and offers a source of inspiration to others, including fellow group members 
and others in the wider settlement. This personal experience also allows for a 
developing role within the wider federation, through such activities as 
negotiating with the local municipality or being representatives in regional, or 
national, federation structures. 
From these representations, the benefits of being involved cannot be 
categorised as being predominantly financial or social, but appear to be more 
integrated; savings contributes to financial well-being, particularly the asset 
accumulation identified as an outcome by Stewart et al. (2010), but it equally 
contributes to both a personal and communal sense of identity and 
belonging. These are significant, positive change outcomes. 
From the community members’ comments, the derived benefits (financial and 
social, personal and communal) appear to be a direct consequence of the 
core ritual of savings, which as noted is the key poverty reduction strategy for 
group members. Although community members might be involved in other 
activities associated with poverty reduction (from health committees, to 
interaction with municipalities), these other strategies do not seem to have 
the same power as savings in the task of ‘ending poverty in the household’. 
The direct, financial benefits that community members associated with 
savings were valued strongly by group members, notwithstanding the 
complexity and the integration of personal savings with other social and 
communal benefits. 
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Figure 6-3 Participant photo: (eco-san toilet base funded by a community loan) ‘The 
owner is admiring this. The other one fills up, you've got the other one, for harvesting 
when it fills up.’ 
6.5 Limits to the movement’s savings and loans programs 
The study engaged with some limitations and constraints around the savings 
programs in the communities. Firstly, there were differences between Zambia 
and SA, suggesting that the impact of savings is constrained by the external 
political context and by community expectations in response to this context. 
Generally, savings seemed to have more grassroots support in Zambia, 
although in both countries federation leaders and staff members were 
strongly supportive of savings as ‘the backbone of the federation’. In all three 
Zambian communities, savings was highly referenced and appreciated, 
whereas this level of enthusiasm was only matched in two out of the four 
communities (S1 and S4), noting the relatively small sample size involved.  
The lack of traction around savings in SA was specifically addressed by 
federation leaders and NGO staff. This was seen as related to SA being a 
‘developmental state’ (CCC, male staff, SA, English), in which the 
government was providing people with handouts and subsidies. As noted by 
CCC, ‘It is very hard to encourage people to save when the government is 
giving them things for free’. AAA explained how government messages had 
contributed to changed attitudes since democratic elections: 
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[B]efore ’94,43 the Federation had a quite deep impact in the country 
and the issue of savings was something that really motivated people 
to get together and do things for themselves. But after ‘94 when the 
message came to say ‘no you don’t have to do anything the 
government is going to provide your house’, it became a huge 
challenge for us in South Africa and we’re still struggling with that 
conflict. (AAA, female staff, SA, English) 
In this environment, the federation noted its struggle to convince individuals 
and communities to be more self-reliant and to generate their own resources 
through savings. By way of contrast, Zambian state finances were more 
limited and the government offered no promises of handouts or subsidies. 
Consequently, communities had reduced expectations of their government 
and, according to federation leaders, were more aware of the need for self-
reliance.  
One SA staff member suggested that the federation had a responsibility to 
change community illusions about the government. For her, this lesson came 
from the Indian federation: 
... at that stage I think we were very starry eyed we said ‘no, no we are 
going to have people’s government, we’re going to change the world, 
we have this Freedom Charter and when we have democracy, we 
know it... you know we are going to implement the Freedom Charter 
there will be houses, security and comfort for all.’ But they laughed at 
us! They said ‘you guys are crazy, we have had democracy for 40 or 
50 years and people still shit in the streets’. (AAA, female staff, SA, 
English) 
The conclusion here is that the federation is aware of how public perception 
around government pronouncements can contribute to complacency and 
unrealistic expectations. In the face of the governments’ ultimate inaction in 
both countries, the federation presented a message to informal settlement 
dwellers that if they wanted change, it would require self-reliance and action 
(particularly through savings), and that government policies would not 
                                            
43 South Africa’s first democratic elections. 
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necessarily translate into tangible programs or budget commitments. The 
task of communicating this message was easier in Zambia, since the self-
evident lack of government capacity was a shared contextual understanding 
for encouraging people to embark on saving. 
A second, specific limitation of SDI’s microfinance programs relates to the 
involvement of men. Although there were some men in different savings 
groups (S1, S4, Z1, Z3), they were proportionally under-represented. This 
issue was recognised by community members in different ways, some of 
which involved negative perceptions about men and their impact within a 
group. Some examples of negative perceptions included: men would spend 
the money on alcohol (FF, female, Z3, English), or have a desire for faster 
returns (ZZZ, female staff, Zambia, English), or just because ‘things would go 
wrong’ if men were involved (ZZ, female, S1, English).  
Other less negative reasons were noted, including that men ‘are out there 
looking for food’ (EE, female, Z2, English), that culture and other factors 
make it hard for men because they are jealous of different relationships (VV, 
female, S4, English), or the perception that savings may be a gendered 
activity: ‘it’s a woman’s thing’ (YY, female, S4, English). Some of these 
comments suggest a recognition that there may be differences in men and 
women’s interest in microfinance, not just an inherent instability or laziness. 
As noted in Section 6.1, women’s involvement is linked to mutual, 
interpersonal trust, as well as broader issues and family concerns, whereas it 
is possible that men’s interests are more material and immediate (Hunt & 
Kasynathan, 2002). 
This does raise questions about the extent of change possible through the 
power of savings if men are not involved. There is a danger that existing 
tropes of men’s laziness or drunkenness are further perpetuated, reinforcing 
stereotypes and perhaps raising further barriers to change for them, as well 
as potentially limiting the wider impact of savings programs in a settlement. 
Although a detailed exploration of this issue was beyond the scope of the 
research, the fact that there are some men involved is a potential positive 
starting point for further action (and research). There may be further scope to 
use principles of Positive Deviance (Marsh et al., 2004), through identifying 
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and supporting men already involved in savings schemes to encourage 
others to join, as an approach to focus on strengthening men’s involvement 
in savings and microfinance, perhaps using activities more geared to men’s 
interests, time availabilities and expressed priorities. 
The third limitation of the contribution to change from savings lies with the 
nature of the economic activity generated by savings. In making these 
comments, there is a recognition that the financial eco-system of an informal 
settlement may have its own internal logic, which is hard to examine 
externally. Nevertheless, from a market economics’ perspective, it seems 
that economic activities financed by community loans could easily fall into 
two worrying categories: either those that duplicate existing businesses and 
thus affect viability through over-competition, or those that engage in what 
might be conceived as predatory practices on fellow settlement dwellers.  
In the first instance, in some settlements (for example, S1, Z2), there seemed 
to be an over-reliance on certain types of businesses favoured by savings 
group members, including second-hand clothing, cross-border trade, kiosks 
and food production (such as donuts). From an outsider’s perspective, there 
were already a large number of these businesses in operation, and too many 
new entrants could potentially affect the viability of both existing and new 
businesses. In the second instance, there were occasional examples where 
economic activity could be viewed as predatory, such as money lending (S1 
– at rates higher than those available to group members) or room rental (Z2 – 
which could be perceived as widening the gap between tenants as typically 
the poorest settlement inhabitants, and the renters who have gained 
increasing security of tenure in the settlement).  
Given that community savings is often seen as a more equitable means of 
fostering local economic activity, it is ironic that the community lending 
system could possibly be contributing to increased inequality within the 
settlement. It seems that the economic activity generated through SDI 
savings programs is not necessarily quarantined from the exploitation that 
occurs in slums, as highlighted by Davis (2006) and others. By and large, at 
least in the economic activity profiled in this research, these are not 
alternative economic ventures, as proposed by Bateman (2010), but are 
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generally rooted in neo-liberal models of capitalism. One possible exception 
as an enterprise model was a group business operating in Z4, in which group 
members worked collectively to recycle and resell glass with financial 
rewards based on an individual’s work; this seemed a more flexible model for 
women with child-minding or other responsibilities. Each of these three 
limitations (national context, role of men, and the models of economic activity 
generated by savings and loans) represents opportunities for further research 
and investigation. 
Before turning to conclusions, there is one caveat; not so much a limitation of 
SDI’s programs as a recognition of the boundaries of the research. The 
research did not examine other, non-SDI savings program as a comparative 
study. Likewise, because of its focus on community members as authorities 
on change, the research did not engage with people who have dropped out 
of savings groups, or who have had negative or difficult microfinance 
experiences. The research design meant that those individuals who were no 
longer involved in the federation or its savings groups were more likely to be 
outside the research processes. It is reasonable to assume that those most 
engaged in the research process were women (and some men) for whom 
savings and loans have been largely positive or at least neutral, or who still 
have some expectation of positive benefit. As can be seen above, the 
presented material provides a positive, energised and hopeful representation 
of the impact of savings on change from those still involved in the federation 
and its savings groups. A different research project could focus on settlement 
dwellers with less positive savings experiences in order to explore the 
implications and linkages between savings and change from their 
experience. 
6.6 Conclusions 
This research highlights the role that savings plays in contributing to change 
for informal settlement dwellers. Savings group members noted personal and 
communal benefits gained through being involved in saving. Their 
involvement provided opportunities at a personal level for poverty reduction, 
personal growth, and asset development, and at a communal level, it 
contributed to stronger bonds of trust, mutual support (mirroring family 
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relationships), a sense of belonging or identity within the group, and a 
stronger position for negotiations with external bodies such as local 
municipalities. Involvement in savings groups also provided a pathway for 
greater involvement, including significant leadership roles, in the wider 
federation, through seeding and support of new savings groups in other 
communities, and through regional and national forums. 
The savings groups in the study reflect Giddens’ notion of social change, 
which conceptualises ‘active human subjects’ who are ‘constituting and 
reconstituting the social world’ (Giddens, 2012, p. 226). There is a greater 
awareness and more encouragement of human agency than settlement 
dwellers would encounter if they were mere customers of an external MFI. 
They are ‘women fighting poverty’ as the first dimension of creating change, 
a fight which centres on ending poverty in their own homes but extends 
radially out to their group (which becomes a family), and to wider federation 
membership structures. In forming and growing savings groups, and in 
inviting others to join, community members were creating their own 
environment, identity, and family, all of which are focused on positive change. 
From this perspective, savings is not only emancipatory; it is a key 
component in the movement’s consciousness raising agenda, since savings 
links to knowledge, purpose, and confidence. It also opens the door for other 
ways of challenging power and dominant discourses about informal 
settlement dwellers, such as them being last, being ignorant or being on the 
periphery of society (Foley, 1999). 
Echoing and building on how group members constitute a social world, SDI 
savings groups mirror Tripp’s analysis of women’s groups, in that they too 
are ‘reclaiming space to define their own needs, formulate their own 
organisational strategies, and rely on their own abilities’ (Tripp, 1994, p. 166). 
This work of reclamation, strategy-making and self-reliance further highlights 
the difference between a community savings model and the typical operation 
of an external MFI. The latter’s approach still recognises women, but they are 
only ever customers. Conversely, Tripp’s analysis – and the work of the SDI 
savings groups – highlights the larger space which can be claimed by women 
in their families, groups, communities and beyond. This sense of space was 
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referenced in Chapter 2 and will be further explored in Chapter 8 on Levels of 
Engagement, where the connectedness between levels will be examined. 
 
Figure 6-4 Participant photo: ‘take this photo for this movement of the mamas.  
I like this, I like these t-shirts’ 
It is ironic that although the model of savings groups is a powerful 
manifestation of women claiming their rights to social and perhaps physical 
space, the financial model of savings and loans is not revolutionary in the 
political sense; hence, is not likely to contribute to structural change, but is 
more aligned with allowing women (and some men) to strengthen their own 
personal financial position and to provide mutual support to others. As 
illustrated by the comment from ZZ in S1, women now come together not to 
‘gossip about anything, they start talking about money’. It is possible, given 
the financial pressures facing settlement dwellers, that they probably have 
always been talking about money, or the lack of it (see Collins et al., 2009); 
however, their talk might now possibly be slightly more positive or hopeful. 
Although this approach to finance is not a revolutionary stance for economic 
empowerment, importantly the SDI savings model is based on savings group 
members’ preferences; this is the approach that group members want for 
themselves. It also aligns with the wider movement’s preference for co-
operation with other stakeholders. In this regard, it is similar to part of the 
philosophy underwriting Saul Alinsky’s model of community organising (1969, 
1971). Although Alinsky endorsed more conflictual approaches than those 
witnessed in the research, he believed that disenfranchised communities had 
a clear preference for strategies that led to an improvement of their place in 
the existing order rather than the development of a new one. 
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The approach to microfinance in the communities appears to endorse 
Alinsky’s mantra of the importance of self-interest (Alinsky, 1969, 1971). 
Thus, savings groups depend on individual motivation and a commitment to 
put aside small amounts of money, in the belief that there will be a personal 
financial reward, such as a new couch, a toilet, or more rooms for one’s 
house. People join savings groups because they are personally motivated to 
improve their financial standing, a major desired outcome of change for them. 
However, the approach goes beyond Alinsky’s appeal to self-interest 
because of the integration of communal and personal concerns. This 
integration is at the heart of the approach seen in the research and 
recognises that for women in informal settlements in Southern Africa (and 
perhaps elsewhere), the personal is inextricably linked to the communal. It 
brings to mind the notion of ubuntu, since individual interests and concerns 
are situated within community level interests and concerns: as Tutu notes, ‘It 
is not, "I think therefore I am." It says rather: "I am human because I belong. I 
participate, I share"’ (Tutu, 1999, p. 31). The embedding of ubuntu is the 
ontological underpinning of the importance of savings and SDI’s claim that 
savings go beyond just improving an individual’s financial position: in fact, 
they also contribute to the development of trust and community well-being.  
SDI’s declaration of savings as a ritual further draws together the connection 
between the person and the communal. Savings as a ritual provides informal 
settlement dwellers with the opportunity to collectively practise and 
demonstrate the connection between the personal act of saving money (and 
undertaking economic activity) and the communal level strengthening of trust 
and mutual support.  
As noted, there are limits to what is being created or changed; this is not 
necessarily a political, new-world order. Nevertheless, there is the possibility 
that what is being practised here is a manifestation of resistance, echoing the 
particular form of bricolage noted by Comaroff’s study in South Africa (1985), 
in the sense that images and elements of the dominant culture (money) are 
being re-worked in a way that is slightly subversive and demonstrates a new 
cultural form (personal success married to communal support and mutual 
trust). From the research, there emerges a strong sense that – within 
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mainstream, neo-liberal economic activities – there is perhaps a new, micro, 
social order being constituted (Giddens, 2012). This social order is based 
around stronger individual and communal roles. It is somewhat fragile, and it 
is also liminal, in the sense that what is being experienced and developed 
now is a present-day anticipation of a yet-to-be-inaugurated reality.  
This sense of liminality and anticipation is reflective of the language of ritual. 
This topic of ritual will be covered in more detail in Chapters 9 and 10, 
drawing also on conclusions from the next chapters. Ritual has a depth of 
meaning and resonance within informal settlement dwellers’ practice; it 
emerges as a category that sits behind some of the change approaches and 
practices and, as later chapters highlight, may provide another dimension to 
answering the question, How do informal settlement dwellers create change? 
At this point, leaving aside a more detailed discussion on ritual and related 
topics, it is possible to summarise the specific impact of savings and loans on 
the research question: How do people living in informal settlements in 
Southern Africa mobilise to create change at personal, household and 
community levels? Firstly, savings contribute to change at all three levels 
(personal, household and community), particularly since, as argued above, 
there is an interlinking between the personal and communal domains.  
Furthermore, the research project allows informal settlement dwellers to 
present their experience into the broader discussion on microfinance, 
introduced at the start of the chapter. They are stating that – from their 
perspective – savings do contribute strongly to change. The study reflects 
earlier findings related to the positive impact of micro-savings on asset 
building (Hulme & Arun, 2011) and on reduction of use of temptation goods 
(Banerjee et al., 2013). Furthermore, the research participants stated that the 
experience of savings schemes contributes to personal outcomes involving 
self-perception, motivation and knowledge, as well as to stronger personal 
ties and the potential to develop one’s place or standing in the wider 
community. The study also highlights that community members identify 
savings as being able to tie together dimensions of change in both relational 
(trust, mutual support) and material (increased assets) domains. This is a 
perspective of relevance to the wider debates about microfinance, because it 
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accentuates savers’ self-representations and demonstrates how much they 
appreciate savings, and how their savings and other practices are being 
combined in ways which impact on wider dimensions of change. The study 
highlights that the voices of savers and poor people must be brought into 
wider debates about microfinance in order to deepen understanding of the 
place of microfinance in relation to poor people’s empowerment. 
This chapter has highlighted the impact of a particular model of savings in 
achieving personal and communal change. The next chapter examines 
another dominant category which emerged from the data: culture, and how in 
its most broad definition it links with change for informal settlement dwellers. 
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CHAPTER 7. THE ROLE OF CULTURE IN MOBILISING 
CHANGE 
This chapter examines the place of culture in relation to social change for 
informal settlement dwellers. Culture is a category that appears at multiple 
levels in this research project and a consideration of the research question is 
impossible without an acknowledgement that culture is present in the 
foreground and background of the research project. Culture links with the 
lives of all people in Southern Africa, in both traditional and more 
contemporary strands. It links with the history of colonisation, independence 
and the thread of globalisation. It is present in the pattern of daily life in any 
specific setting, including informal settlements, and it is present in the groups 
and structures of the SDI federation. The impact of culture is stamped across 
my history and my interest in the research topic, and it threads through all 
interactions between me and the people involved in the research, including 
support NGO staff and community members. Furthermore, Chapter 4 noted 
the place of culture in the research methodology, since an interpretivist and 
decolonising approach needs to recognise the cultural dimensions that are 
part of the social meaning of actors in creating change (Mungwini & Viriri, 
2010; Tuhiwai Smith, 2012). 
Aspects of culture belong in each of the three areas (theory, context and 
approaches to change) in the above conceptual framework. Exploring each 
of those areas, some initial discussion around the theory of culture is 
necessary, recognising that knowledge creation around culture is taking 
place in communities as well as in academic traditions. Similarly, aspects of 
Theories about 
change
Context of 
change
Approaches 
to change
Figure 7-1 Placing culture in the conceptual framework 
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culture appear at different levels within the context of informal settlement 
dwellers in Southern Africa and require exploration. Also, as will be shown, 
culture is integral to the approaches of change used by informal settlement 
dwellers, particularly in both sub-questions of the research question. The 
chapter will bring the three areas of the conceptual framework in Figure 7.1 
together to highlight the creative approach apparent from the research, in 
which agency, teaching, personal and communal change and a celebration of 
hybridity emerge out of the way informal settlement dwellers engage with 
issues of culture. 
7.1 Theory, culture and change 
Given its omnipresence, how can culture be understood in a way that 
adequately reflects its diverse presence and influence, particularly within the 
researched communities? Culture has been popularly characterised as ‘the 
way of life of a people’ (Ferrante-Wallace, 2011, p. 60). However, historically, 
this type of definition has been used to highlight particularities of groups, to 
emphasise difference (Nederveen Pieterse, 2009), and also to establish 
classifications of cultures (Hofstede, 2001), which can easily lead to 
ethnocentric views of superiority and inferiority. It has been argued (Berman, 
2002) that historically, Europeans' perceptions of their own cultural 
superiority has shaped attitudes and interactions with other cultures they 
encountered. 
As noted in earlier chapters, categories of cultural difference and superiority 
were present in the colonising process, and in Africa they led to the negation 
and suppression of existing cultures (Rodney, 1982). Colonial regimes 
appeared to offer colonised Africans an escape from local culture, so that 
they were indoctrinated in the belief that they could transcend their situation 
by adopting the colonisers’ traits: ‘The colonized is elevated above his jungle 
status in proportion to his adoption of the mother country's cultural standards. 
He becomes whiter as he renounces his blackness, his jungle’ (Fanon, 1991, 
p. 19). Culture as a category is then both a tool of oppression, echoing the 
role of the banking model of education (Freire, 1970), and a (false) promise 
of emancipation. 
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In response to the way in which colonialism has suppressed and devalued 
indigenous cultures, post-colonial scholars argue for a rediscovery of 
indigenous culture, linked to independence and liberation, in which the 
reclamation of indigenous culture is a form of resistance (Cabral, 1974), a 
celebration of life as mystery (Thiongʼo, 1986), a way to open up knowledge 
forms (Dube, 1999), and a basis for a different approach to knowledge, a 
‘decolonial epistemic perspective’ (Dastile & Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013). As 
noted in Chapter 4, this research project acknowledges the imperative to 
decolonise knowledge and to preference approaches that reflect local 
cultures, knowledge systems, and research approaches. 
However, cultures as being distinctly different is not the only way to view 
cultural interactions. Nederveen Pieterse (2009) argues that there are three 
perspectives: cultural differentialism, which focuses on differences and 
boundaries between cultures; cultural convergence, a growing homogeneity 
between cultures; or cultural hybridisation, an ongoing mixing of cultures. 
Culture as difference, with an incorporated sense of distinct boundaries, is 
both a historical perspective and a contemporary viewpoint. For some (for 
example Huntington, 1993; Huntington & Harrison, 2000), it is culture that 
has driven economic progress in societies. Boundaries between cultures are 
actually deep divisions, fault lines of civilisation. Extending this view, 
progress or positive change for African societies requires a cultural 
adjustment program (Etounga-Manguelle, 2000) in order to develop a 
‘conquering culture of rigor and work, removed from the influence of invisible 
forces’ (Etounga-Manguelle, 2000, p. 77). This view appears to have very 
little sympathy for elements of the existing culture, which must be conquered 
by a culturally superior regime. 
However, this view of culture can be critiqued as artificial, since it posits a 
world in which cultures and civilisations develop in isolation, ‘like trees on 
different plots of land, with very little overlap and interaction’ (Sen, 2008, p. 
6). Culture as difference leads to arguments that change must be 
endogenous, created from within the culture itself (Haferkamp & Smelser, 
1992), or achieved by cultural conquest, or the clash of civilisations 
(Huntington, 1993). 
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Cultural convergence, which Nederveen Pieterse (2009) argues is an ancient 
form of universalism, appears in the contemporary world as the export of 
processes, companies, ideas and ownership from the metropole across the 
globe. This export process is a consequence of modernization, the successor 
to colonialism, and lies within a framework of ‘evolutionism’ (Nederveen 
Pieterse, 2009, p. 51), in which societies proceed on a course of universal 
progress. This view is critiqued (Nederveen Pieterse, 2009) for ignoring 
global interaction and exchange and for disregarding how new ideas are 
often initiated and spread from different centres (for example World Music or 
Bollywood), not just the USA. What is often seen as a unipolar process of 
modernisation, cultural imposition and capitalism fails to recognise plurality 
and global processes of modernisations, cultural interactions and capitalisms. 
Cultural hybridisation recognises how cultures have always overlapped, 
interacted and consequently changed each other. It allows for in-
betweenness and inventiveness, agency and the possibility of change. 
Hybridisation rules out the possibility of racial or cultural purity but instead 
‘problematizes boundaries’ (Nederveen Pieterse, 2009, p. 95), blurring 
divisions and celebrating the space between boundaries, thus opening up the 
opportunity for boundary crossing. Hybridity has relevance to informal 
settlement dwellers, as people who dwell outside formal settlements 
predominantly work outside the formal economy and yet – as this dissertation 
highlights – they demonstrate agency and a refusal to accept boundaries of 
exclusion. Subsequent sections highlight the place of hybridity for settlement 
dwellers, in celebrating their identity and in using notions of hybridity in 
developing change strategies. 
Hybridity is a key term within post-colonial discourse (for example Bhabha, 
1994), where its use allows for the creation of an identity that is between the 
coloniser and subject. Hybridity in this reading allows for a challenging of 
colonial assumptions and imposed identities, the opening up of ‘possibility of 
a cultural hybridity that entertains difference without an assumed or imposed 
hierarchy” (Bhabha, 1994, p. 5) 
However, hybridity has been criticised for neglecting the reality of ‘everyday, 
grounded practices and economic relations’ (Mitchell, 1997, p. 533), and the 
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fact that hybridity can be appropriated to maintain the status quo. For 
Mitchell, hybridity in practice can become a theoretical category that offers a 
promise of emancipation, but which ignores the harsh, practical reality of life 
for those living in conditions of hybridity. For her, the reality of hybridity also 
includes economic processes which maintain hegemony. In this reading, 
hybridity lacks meaning and power for those who struggle most with the 
hegemony of the new world order. Whether this is the case for informal 
settlement dwellers will be explored below. 
Given this interaction of cultures, an understanding of culture needs to be in 
the broadest possible terms, beyond manifestations of fixed identity and 
difference, to include the domains and flux of culture, the varieties of 
practices and expressions, and ‘the continuities and discontinuities of social 
meaning of a life held in common’ (James, 2014, p. 53). Building on this 
broader sense of culture, the study focuses on categories of culture involving 
the following elements, noting that many overlap: 
• Culture involving tradition, in the sense of fixed practices (some of 
which may be linked to particular tribal customs) that have been 
handed down from the past to the present (Shils, 1981), noting that 
these can be more recently invented (Hobsbawm & Ranger, 1983); 
• Culture deriving from indigenous knowledge forms (Moreton-Robinson 
& Walter, 2005); 
• Culture as related to identity, for example Tutu’s use of ubuntu-ism 
(Tutu, 1999); 
• Culture as hybridity (see above section); 
• Culture as manifested in practices and approaches in the movement 
of informal settlement dwellers (Patel et al., 2001); 
• Culture within settlements (as distinct communities) and even culture 
of/in SDI groups in the settlements (see below). 
These elements reflect what Bauman (1999) argues is the multidimensional 
aspect of culture and that conceptually, culture can be understood as 
concept, structure and praxis (and that the elements listed above can be 
variously categorised as concept, structure and/or praxis). For Bauman, 
these three, co-existing conceptual understandings are equally legitimate and 
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significant and are ‘cognitively rich’ (Bauman, 1999, p. 5). In other words, 
these diverse elements are part of the ‘unyielding ambiguity of the concept of 
culture’ (Bauman, 1999, p. 1). 
Culture is a multi-dimensional component in this research, with each 
dimension relevant to the research context. As outlined in Chapter 4, culture 
(unlike savings) was a specific category of inquiry, so that for example, 
groups were asked to reflect on how tribal and African traditions helped 
communities create change. This approach was based on the premise that 
indigenous knowledge forms were likely to contain wisdom that would 
illuminate the teaching and implementation of community change strategies, 
in line with the research topic and sub-questions. In undertaking this 
approach, it is recognised that some aspects of culture may be not easily 
discernible by people embedded in particular culture(s) and that the 
approach could be critiqued as leading to some essentialist characterisations 
of culture. These possible consequences are acknowledged, yet the positive 
dimensions of the interpretive approach, particularly the chance to learn from 
the community members’ reflections on culture, provide an opportunity to 
explore rich, self-generated understandings of culture. Also, the interpretivist 
approach still allows for active participants to be self-reflective about their 
own positioning with respect to their culture(s). Thus, in the research some 
unexpected comments about culture emerged, as did a healthy awareness 
(and even criticism) of different aspects of culture. 
As a consequence of it being a specific category of inquiry, Culture was a 
strong theme emerging from the research. It was the second most prevalent 
NVivo code across all data, as well as the most prevalent code for each of 
the four Zambian communities, and third and fourth most prevalent for S1 
and S3 respectively (see Table 5.1). In contrast, S2 provided only one 
reference to Culture, noting that this was the community where the camera 
was lost and the data for coding more limited.  
Themes such as Rituals, Context, History and Racial differences44 also 
appeared in the data. These reflected a connection with the tribal or African, 
                                            
44 Despite the difficulties of the term racial differences, it appeared to be a useful shorthand 
for how different communities talked about contrasts and differences between themselves 
and others (for example ‘coloured’ and ‘African’, ‘Zambian’ and ‘white’, ‘black’ and ‘white’). 
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as well as historical and post-colonial context of the research, were elements 
which might be seen as different from Western culture(s), but also reflected 
the ‘way of life’ (Ferrante-Wallace, 2001, p. 60) of informal settlement 
dwellers. There was an assumption that the researched communities’ way of 
life was likely to be related to a range of patterns, including indigeneity and 
history, which involved some factors different to those of Western culture.  
However, using a broader perspective on culture, a wider group of codes 
were also considered as contributing to culture and change, including: terms 
related to attitudes, such as Trust or Fear; roles and status, such as 
Leadership, Women and Men; and patterns of relationships, such as Conflict 
and Humour. This widening of perspective recognises the different aspects of 
culture as listed above, which are present in different ways and in different 
domains (for example, trust in a group setting). 
Some cautions about this topic need to be noted. Firstly, there are difficulties 
associated with my role as a Western, male outsider writing about the cultural 
dimensions of African women and men living in informal settlements. There is 
a danger of exoticising aspects of culture, in which these aspects can be 
presented with an ‘primitivist aura’ (Falola & Jennings, 2002, p. 4) that 
speaks more about the outsider’s orientation than the aspects of culture 
being researched. Historically, exoticising African culture has been closely 
related to the tendency to rank these contexts against the more familiar 
European idea of culture and progress (Sutherland, 2002), and can also lead 
to the observed others being silenced through the unquestionable knowing of 
the researcher (Motta & Esteves, 2014). 
A different susceptibility, at the other end of the spectrum, is to look for 
idealised icons in African cultures, as evidence of something which is 
perhaps missing in one’s (my) own cultural background. This can lead to a 
romanticising and simplification, and of seeing these cultural dimensions as 
having ‘the purity, simplicity, unity, purpose, and capacity that the 
Metropolitan left feels itself to lack’ (Waterman, 2001, p. xv). Both tendencies 
highlight the possibility of observing contexts, but reading in meanings and 
desires that are more related to the outsider’s (my) context and 
predispositions than to the research context.  
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The danger of exoticising is related to another risk; that of not allowing 
observed aspects of culture to exhibit fluidity. As an outsider, the tendency 
can be to see cultural dimensions as fixed, without having the tools or 
perspectives to see how the context is itself changing, in part through 
interactions with other contexts and cultures (Comaroff, 1985). Another 
caveat to note is that the research project was always limited both by a 
process involving a Western researcher and by the fact that culture was one 
among a number of areas of focus, possibly increasing the risk of 
misinterpretation or superficiality. Hence, on reflection, it did not receive the 
attention it perhaps deserved. Although I had lived for almost four years in 
Southern Africa, and had read African history, colonialism, traditions and 
development, I had had limited, personal exposure to the life experiences of 
people in informal settlements. Particularly as an outsider, working across 
different languages and cultural practices, I recognise the need for caution 
and circumspection in what is reported and concluded.  
7.2 Traditional culture and approaches to change 
The following sections seek to categorise different responses in the data, to 
look for commonalities and themes, and start to draw conclusions about 
different aspects of culture and their relationship to change. However, the 
section headings of traditional culture, religion, agency, and obstacles are 
somewhat arbitrary, since much of the data can be categorised in many 
different ways and can appear across different groupings (for example, 
traditional songs were part of the approach to supporting agency), a point 
demonstrated in Table 7.1.  
Notwithstanding the broader dimensions of culture that go beyond indigenous 
knowledge forms and cultural practices, the data highlight the ways in which 
elements of local traditional culture are related to change strategies. Firstly, 
this was evident in the widespread occurrence of songs, dances and 
traditional sayings apparent in the research. These songs and dances could 
perform a variety of functions, including those related to group unity, or 
dealing with conflict. Examples included diary entries, such as the quote 
‘“umoto wa lupwa tawitika usendamafye, family soup does not spill, it can 
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only tilt” (or) you can differ but not disintegrate’45 (Z3), as well as names of 
savings groups such as tichione, ‘we will see the fruit of our labours’ (Z1). 
Songs and chants could also be acts of celebration and motivation. HH 
described a day when community members were singing and working 
together to build a warehouse on their communal plot: 
On that day we were working, building, singing, dancing, so the job 
was so easy for us. Whereby we ended up finishing the exercise with 
no-one getting tired, because everyone was participating. (Why does 
singing and dancing help?) Because when you are singing and 
dancing, when you are doing work ... I won’t get tired, I won’t 
concentrate on one thing, I'll be working and doing exercise at the 
same time, because when you are singing and dancing it is part of the 
exercise, so you go back again, lifting bricks, continuing… (HH, 
female, Z3, English) 
LL added to this:  
Also, it keeps people alert, everyone is free to participate ... I have not 
seen a situation where the group is singing and this one is just seated; 
wants to be part of the team! Actually shows the unity of purpose, you 
are moving together, you have one common goal.’ (What kinds of 
songs were you singing?) HH: We have got a lot of songs in the 
federation (some laughter). I think there is one song we like very much 
which goes likes this.46 (LL, male, Z3, English) 
When asked the meaning of the song, HH replied,  
In this song, actually, normally we talk about how we enjoy the 
federation. So it says, ‘We enjoy the federation, whereby we won’t 
stop the federation. Sorry if I stop the federation, make an effort, so 
that we go back to that person and tell them more about the 
federation.’ (How often do you sing it?) ‘Normally, every meeting.’ 
                                            
45 The saying arose from a community conflict and highlights that as family, conflict should 
be contained and unity maintained. 
46 There was much laughter in response to the request to videotape the song. The group 
were initially seated but spontaneously stood and started moving. 
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Community Z1 sang a variation, describing the original as a church song, and 
suggesting that someone had adapted the lyrics to focus on the federation. It 
was also sung at Z2. The sharing in the act of singing a commonly known 
song appeared to contribute to unity, encourage perseverance and provide a 
reminder of communal identity that strengthens the sense of belonging of 
federation members. 
Songs and chants were also used as a means of attracting attention, 
sometimes as a rallying call, sometimes to bring the meeting back to order, 
for example ‘Hlala Federation! Hlala! Viva Federation! Viva!’ (all Zambian 
communities). They were also a prelude for awareness raising (hence part of 
a pedagogical process), highlighted by the comment:  
 Federation ... they have meetings, they have cultural dances and 
sketches ... they attract people and through the cultural dances, 
information is disseminated to those people.’ (What are you 
disseminating?) ‘There are so many messages, about federation, how 
federation works, or about hygiene promotions, HIV and AIDS, there 
are so many things’ (GG, female, Z1, mixture of English and 
vernacular). 
Older songs could be shaped and re-used. S1 demonstrated a song that 
seemed to derive from apartheid times, related to police chasing the singer: 
‘tell the police I am not here, I am in Durban, because I am scared of these 
police’ (translated by FA). The meaning for the federation now is different: 
‘It’s not police, but it is indirect, there are things that they want... they want to 
steal away what you have’ (SS, female, S1, English), highlighting the 
potential for an outsider to steal or appropriate group members’ gains. 
Z1 used a song learnt on international exchange, as they collected deposits 
in the community for the eco-san toilet loan program: ‘Saving a dollar, it 
doesn't matter whether you are old, if you are an old, old woman, you can 
save.’ The same song was sung at Z2. The song focuses on the potential of 
everyone (particularly women) to save, gain a toilet and ‘end poverty in the 
family’ (to use the common expression discussed in Chapter 6). The song 
again highlights a shared identity as well as a common interest and 
motivation around poverty alleviation.  
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Z3 recounted a Bemba song, traditionally used at ceremonies when young 
girls are taught by elders ‘who have come here to give you knowledge’ (HH, 
female, Z3, English). This was portrayed as: ‘the federation has come with a 
package of knowledge … you have brought something to impact the people 
that will change the course of their lives’ (LL, male, Z3, English). During the 
song, one woman placed her handbag on her head, symbolising the 
knowledge that was being brought. This example provides a contrast to the 
colonial, banking model of education. Rather than knowledge being 
deposited from teacher to learner, knowledge is a source of shared joy, a 
package (or present) celebrated within a wider communal setting. 
Many comments about culture reflected a sense of ubuntu. Ubuntu was not 
usually a specific focus of questions and discussion, and most comments 
were around the sense of the concept (unity, togetherness) rather than as a 
specific reference. However, as part of a conversation, NN noted: ‘sometimes 
in my group you can almost touch the ubuntu’ (NN, female, S4, English).  
There was a general awareness that identity, meaning and knowledge 
belong within a sense of obligation and interrelatedness (Swanson, 2009). 
This could be quite direct; for example, terms associated with Unity appeared 
across a number of data sources, particularly in the Elements of change 
discussion (Unity – S1; Community support – S1, S3, S4; Z1 – Working 
together; S3 – Lots of people) and in the Advice for other communities (for 
example, S1 – ‘you must have unity’; Z3 – ‘I encourage you to form groups. 
When you come together, there is power in masses’). From the data, change 
happens, or is facilitated, when the community comes together with a sense 
of shared purpose and identity.  
Movement members were aware of the role that traditional culture could play 
in strengthening shared values and identity and in instruction. Community S1 
spoke about the role of singing and traditional songs in their predominantly 
Xhosa community:  
It defines you as a person and where you come from and this is your 
homestead in the way that you are doing it says where you are from. 
Because some people are born and raised in Cape Town and they 
don't have (a) sense of attachment. So what helps in the group is 
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them trying to learn the songs and hymns that are done, which has a 
strong background of where they are from (translated paraphrase of 
group discussion). 
QQ explained further:  
 Hymns and songs establish... your roots, so when you mix cultures, 
(it) doesn't lose core values, so when he goes through those songs 
they remind him of his core values, keep him attached on where is he 
from and who is he and his sense of values which are embedded in 
those songs. (QQ, male, S1, translated) 
Another man added to this: ‘Songs are not just songs, in their words they 
have meanings, deeper meanings that can even distract you not to sing them 
if you go through what is being said’ (OO, male, S1, translated). This 
paradoxical statement was illustrated with a song (to laughter from the group) 
whose words mean, ‘Why you don't want to work? Who do you think is going 
to work for you? Why you don’t want to feed your kids, who do you think will 
feed your kids for you?’ (FA translation of song). The FA added to this at this 
point, ‘The songs – they are very confrontational, don't want to sing them 
because you realise you are not feeding your kids. In that way they are 
working, in a sense, against their challenges.’ These traditional songs are not 
just reminders of cultural forms, they have a power to confront and instruct. 
A similar message about the pedagogical role of songs, their capacity to 
have a lasting impact, and their link to tribal belonging came from Z3: 
In singing, there is teaching, singing is just a way of communicating, 
so you can speak anything through singing. Even the initiation we 
talked about, marriage, most of the teaching that they do is through 
songs, they don't sit down and begin to counsel him, say don't do that, 
they convert it into song, it will actually last longer through a song (LL, 
Z3, male, English). 
There is also an integration of traditional cultural elements particularly into 
learning and sharing about change. Culture is celebrated (as a common 
bond), or as FF stated, ‘Sometimes we sing because we want to be alive’ 
(FF, female, Z3, English); but culture is also used to teach, inform, motivate 
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and inspire, noting that songs and dances seem to provide a whole package 
in which these elements are integrated, ‘because when you are singing and 
dancing it is part of the exercise’ (HH, female, Z3, English). Culture, and 
indigenous knowledge forms, are an integral part of learning and teaching 
about change. Also clear from the above is the flexible re-use of other 
traditions, including songs, in order to have a more direct application to the 
work of change at personal, group and community level. 
In Zambia, all three communities noted a Zambian sense of culture. Hence, it 
was stated that Zambian culture is united (Z1, Z2, Z3; as summed up in the 
famous catch-phrase from Kenneth Kaunda, Zambia’s first President: ‘One 
Zambia, one Nation’ (Marten & Kula, 2008)), respectful47 (Z1, Z2, Z3 – 
although in Z3 this was seen as an African trait), peaceful (Z1, Z2), modest 
(Z1, Z2), a Christian nation (Z1, Z2), noting that President Chiluba declared 
Zambia as a Christian nation in 1991 (Gifford, 1998),48 welcoming of 
foreigners (Z1), resilient (‘survive, come rain or sunshine’; Z1), and working 
together, free, or loving (Z1).  
The sense of tribal difference within national unity was also presented: ‘you 
have people from different tribes, but everyone knows that they are 
Zambians and that is what makes us united, regardless of tribe’ (AB, female, 
Z2, translated). Related to this, there was an acknowledgement (in Z3 and 
staff comments) that the federation was able to draw on these traditions. LL 
was quite explicit about this connection:  
So traditionally we believe in groupings, so in federation we come 
together it's coming from that background, where we've been taught, 
where we've been counselled in a group and when we come together 
there is strength in masses, we can achieve a lot when we come 
together (LL, male, Z3, English).  
Emphasising positive dimensions of tribal identities and connections were 
thus part of a strategy to initiate and support action and mobilisation. 
                                            
47 Respect was also raised in three SA communities. 
48 See next Section. 
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LL also commented on the wider use of traditional sayings about conflict, 
such as ‘[between] trees that are close together usually there are frictions’: 
That is coming from tradition. Now when we come to federation, we 
still believe those things are there, and that's why we are able to 
handle them on our own, even without the involvement of the law 
enforcers. We can still settle these matters, settle the conflict 
ourselves, because we have that background. (LL, male, Z3, English) 
Across these examples is the consistent use of those dimensions of culture 
that are perceived as powerful and positive influences on change. These 
dimensions are fashioned into aspects of encouragement, challenge, 
exhortation, reiterations of shared identity (and a reminder of positive, 
traditional values), and teaching.  
7.3 Culture, religion and change 
All communities demonstrated or referenced a religious component in the 
discussions on culture: community meetings usually opened and closed in 
prayer; grace was said before lunch; faith and commitment were proposed as 
an element of change (Z3), as were hope and prayer (S1); and lack of 
Christianity was proposed as an obstacle to change (S4). Religion was 
referenced in a variety of ways in diaries (S2, S3, S4) and in photos: in S1 
the chosen photos included a church, since ‘it means a lot to them as a 
community’ (ZZ, female, S1, vernacular). S1 noted how the Christian 
missionaries taught English singing which has had a ‘deep impression on 
Xhosa culture... they are so part of us as Xhosa people’ (TU, female, S1, 
translated) 
Both Z1 and Z2 had similar views on the interaction between Christianity and 
local religion. In Z2 (group discussion and contributions) comments included 
that ‘even way back, it was there’ so that ‘they didn’t have churches but 
gathered under a tree’. They would ‘pray and sing’, which including praying 
for rain in times of drought, ‘there was spirituality but not Christianity’ (MM, 
female, Z2, English). Another comment was ‘these are things that happen 
even now’ (whereby an ancestor might require a libation from their 
descendants) then ‘everything would be okay’ (AB, female, Z2, translated). 
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The discussion also noted that in some traditions, when children die, their 
spirits keep on living and this life is connected to certain trees that keep on 
‘living and surviving’ through the connection to the lives of the children.49 
In Z1, the group agreed that the British people had brought Christianity to 
Africa, but before, 
We didn't actually know that what we were doing was Christianity in 
fact. If I remember, our forefathers used to pray, we had this God, 
(another woman: ‘praying to idols’) but in actual sense it was a prayer 
and things would happen. We would pray for rain... to me somehow, 
they believed there was a God, to me, Christianity started even before 
the missionaries came. Because when they went to pray, rain would 
come. Maybe they went to pray at this big, big, big tree, there they 
would do offerings, like we do now, we do offerings in church in the 
form of money... so to me we had the feeling that there is a God that if 
we pray, these things can happen. (EE, female, Z1, English) 
These comments demonstrate the sense of connection ‘between people, 
past, present, and future, and all living and non-living things’ that Cram, 
Chilisa and Mertens argue is central to indigenous value systems (Cram et 
al., 2013, p. 16), and that aligns with ubuntu-ism. It also indicates a refusal to 
accept modernity’s focus on the rational and material. Religion – and the 
sense of connectedness that it encompasses – is integrated into culture and 
all of life.  
Although religion was highly referenced in the various discussions and other 
data forms, there were few specific references to religion and change. 
Nevertheless, the link to change derives from two aspects: firstly, that religion 
was an important, almost inseparable part of culture and was therefore 
bound up in the way communities used culture for change, and secondly, that 
there was a clear willingness and ability to mould and adapt ideas within and 
across religious traditions. Comments in the data highlight flexibility and 
freedom in how community members link Christianity to indigenous religious 
                                            
49 This discussion is presented more in summary form, since it is more about culture than 
specifically culture and change. Nevertheless, it provides background for the subsequent 
discussion on hybridity. 
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traditions. The types of rituals and practices noted above are often dismissed 
by Western religious dogma as syncretism (Droogers, 1989), in part because 
it comes from outside Western Christendom. However, the communities were 
staking an alternative claim that their knowledge and practice of Christianity 
links directly with their indigenous heritage. Rather than accepting an 
imposed perspective that these traditional practices are ‘of the devil’ 
(Thiong’o, 1986, p. 37), these communities reiterate that their sense of 
spirituality predates the missionaries’ teaching and is flexible enough to 
encompass the newer teaching they brought. Some people were adamant 
that ‘Christianity started even before the missionaries came’ (EE, female, Z1, 
English). Her comments, along with others from across the communities, 
highlight a sense of comfort with both local tribal traditions and Christianity, 
without any contradiction but instead an inter-weaving and connecting 
between the different strands of faith and belief.  
Notwithstanding the limited, specific references to religion and change, the 
integration of religious practices into group activity and the referencing of 
religion in the personal and communal lives of informal settlement dwellers is 
significant. It suggests that religion has a role in effecting change, in part 
through prayers of petition (as a way of seeking change) and trust in the 
divine (involved in bringing rain as well as present in the daily lives of 
settlement dwellers). There is also the possibility, explored later, that in the 
creative combination of Western Christianity and indigenous beliefs, informal 
settlement dwellers are using religion as resistance, wresting control in subtle 
ways from the dominant religious practices of missionary traditions 
(Comaroff, 1985). 
The flexible use of religious traditions is a demonstration of how informal 
settlement dwellers embrace hybridity, a topic that has been noted in 
different places in this thesis. Hybridity recognises that categories (including 
culture and religion) are not monolithic, separate or unbridgeable. For the 
informal settlement dwellers, hybridity opens up opportunities to make their 
own combination of ideas and practices – in short, to demonstrate and 
practise agency, a topic explored more in the next section. 
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7.4 Culture and agency 
Examining the data and viewing culture in both the post-colonial/indigenous 
and the broader sense of ‘social meaning of life held in common’ (James, 
2014, p. 54), the study affirms the agency of community members as people 
who are able to make change and create their own future/destiny, a theme 
which is inherent in the nature of the case study focus and the interpretive 
approach of the research. A focus on agency appears also as a cultural 
dimension of groups in the community, is part of their approach to religion, 
and is evident in the wider movement.  
This collective sense of agency, and its connection to change, links with 
Fowler and Biekart’s (2012) sense of civic agency, which deepens people’s 
awareness of being citizens in society, as distinct to participants in an NGO 
project. Civic agency is the basis of civic driven change (Biekart & Fowler, 
2012; Boyte, 2008; Fowler & Biekart, 2011, 2012), which links global to local 
change (see also Chapter 8), emphasises the central role of citizens in 
change processes (Biekart & Fowler, 2009) and seeks a transformational 
change in society (Fowler & Biekart, 2008). These themes, which focus on a 
different orientation of the place and role of citizens and community, resonate 
with many of the findings in this and subsequent chapters. 
S1 and S3 both recounted a federation song that highlighted the work of 
federation members in constructing their own homes, including actions to 
simulate the building of a house. Hence (translated), ‘They don’t want lazy 
people, so they are here to work, they put the bricks together, build the 
house, then go into their house.’ In S3, the song followed immediately 
another song that stated ‘everywhere in South Africa there are shacks, there 
are informal settlements’. In S3, the emphasis was on rejecting laziness and 
establishing a culture and practice that responded to what they saw as the 
negative aspects of informal settlements. S1 had a slightly different 
perspective on the song, although the lyrics and actions were the same. The 
song was explained as follows: 
This song comes from Homeless People's Federation. The 
government back then, the white regime, didn't want to build houses 
for the mamas. So the mamas, they got together, to start savings and 
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they start building up their homes... When they saved and built homes, 
(it was a) song when they were building, they would construct on their 
own, as the mamas, then the songs would come up when they were 
building, ... they would go on and sing and motivate... Even the blocks, 
they would make themselves, they wouldn't go and buy bricks they 
would make them, as the Federation, as the mamas. (RR, female, S1, 
translated) 
In both cases, the song highlights a claiming of housing rights, a designation 
of opposition (lazy people or the apartheid regime), and a refusal to accept a 
given reality (the ubiquity of informal settlements or the racist policies of the 
government at the time). The song leads, in both communities, to marking 
the action and initiative of the mamas in construction (’we are here to work’, 
‘construct on their own’), something to be celebrated even as the work is 
happening. 
A focus on agency was sometimes linked to a heightened sense of 
responsibility within the local community. Hence, LL quoted a Bemba saying 
that he translated as: ‘we feed our chiefs and kings, it is not the king who 
feeds us’, or ‘tradition dictates people should look after their own community’. 
He added,  
We will get back to good traditions. Traditionally, that is our 
foundation, that is where we are coming from, we know all these 
things are provided by ourselves, not the government. Now... we are 
trying to embrace what Westerners and other people are bringing 
whereby we are looking to the government for these services. Now by 
coming together, we are trying to get back to our roots (LL, male, Z3, 
mixture of English and vernacular). 
In this case, there is the identification of an opposing view (Western 
democracy and culture), but an active claiming of local tradition as a way of 
asserting responsibility at a local level.  
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Figure 7-2 Participant photo: ‘No upgrading without us’ 
Emphasising agency was reflected in other ways, including slogans on T-
shirts – such as ‘Movement of the Mamas’, ‘I’m a city changer’, ‘No 
upgrading without us’ – and at least one diary entry; S1’s diary has an entry 
(in English) with a description of the first meeting, ‘where we were told that 
the informal settlement must do their own things for themselves.’  
PP narrated how singing contributed to courage. The song she referenced 
focused on interactions with the local council (a common theme for the 
federation) and centred on: 
‘Are you my customer?’ (They sing it) on the way to speak to the 
municipality, meaning that once they’ve got the scones and the 
biscuits and tea, you go to talk about what you are here for, you will 
not know what to say, because you feel the nice things and you will 
(forget). (PP, female, S3, translated) 
Within a culture of agency, the use of sayings and songs helps to encourage, 
remind of priorities, and highlight how others may try to oppose or divert them 
from their tasks. 
As well as collective agency, representations on personal agency were also 
evident in the data, noting that aspects of personal agency are also 
referenced in relation to savings and change (Chapter 6). This personal 
dimension – and the movement’s contribution – was evident in the narration 
from one of the federation leaders in Zambia, EE. She told her personal story 
about coming to terms with her HIV+ status and dealing with the associated 
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stigma.50 She noted that she is now able to speak openly about her status, 
rather than hiding it, and now has a very active role in promoting the 
importance of testing and in convening the federation’s national health 
committee. For her, this development was directly related to her initial 
participation in a federation savings group, and the importance of the culture 
of support that she experienced within the group.  
Her story involved trauma and difficult personal change: ‘When my husband 
died, three weeks after knowing our status, that I was HIV+, to me that was 
like the end of everything, this is it’ (EE, female, Z1, English). However, the 
federation provided support:  
My friends in the federation came to me, they supported me, 
spiritually, support me with food and even encouraging me... the first 
people who came to my aid were the federation (through the savings 
group)... this is what the federation can do, it is a family.  
She became healthier and more active,  
2005, somewhere there, stigma was at its peak. My fellow members 
were dying, I could see how people were being affected. I said, ‘let me 
come out in the open’. I revealed my status at one of our usual 
meetings... something in me said ‘let me help out my fellow members.’  
In describing her change in role, she noted  
My motto was ‘Being HIV+ is not a death sentence’... so I started to 
preach that gospel... to me it is like helping a life, I have exposed 
myself to everyone... when I stand up and tell them, ‘Look at me, do I 
look as though I am dying tomorrow?’, by doing so, I am encouraging 
someone. (EE, female, Z1, English) 
EE portrays her emergence as a leader through a pattern of experiencing a 
culture of acceptance, receiving support from others, making personal 
decisions to become more involved in her group and then self-disclose her 
HIV status, and finally emerging as a leader (which has involved participation 
                                            
50 23% of adult women in urban parts of Zambia are infected (National AIDS Council, 2012).  
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in international fora), i.e. someone who encourages others by highlighting her 
own health and energy. The federation’s role was presented as key in this 
pattern of transformation, through practical support in the savings groups, 
providing a culture in which individuals can share their own crises and 
problems, encouraging personal change and offering opportunities for growth 
and leadership in the movement. 
Cultural aspects focused on imperatives related to agency were prominent in 
the Advice to other communities provided by the different communities. 
Examples include: 
• Wake up and do something for yourself! Don't just stand there and 
wait for saviours (S1); 
• It’s not easy being part of the leadership structure, so you must have 
resilience. So then learn and stick through the tough times, don't just 
quit (S2); 
• They must try to do things on their own. Hunger must stop in this 
community and people must start doing things for themselves and not 
wait for someone to give them a job or a food parcel (S3); 
• Learn from your past, learn because there were big mistakes. Don’t 
re-do the wrong things (S4); 
• Don’t just sit idle in the compound talking things that won’t take you 
anywhere (Z1); 
• Work hard! If you work hard, poverty will end (Z2); 
• The key point is that you must have discipline (Z3). 
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Figure 7-3 Participant photo: 'I like that one because that toilet is not safe to use for a 
human being. (What does it say about change?) If the federation can go there, put up 
a solution whereby we can build' 
The communities’ advice focuses on initiative, personal responsibility, hard 
work and action. The groups promulgated messages that suggests a belief 
firstly in the possibility of change, and secondly that change is, at least in 
part, a result of their own attitudes and under their control. Conversely, there 
is no sense, from these examples, that these informal settlement dwellers 
have given up on the possibility of positive change, that despondency has set 
in, or that they have become resigned to any assumed status as 
disadvantaged or dis-empowered. They seem to have themselves embraced 
the advice from S2 about ‘resilience’ and the message from S3 about ‘doing 
things for themselves’. Without discounting the hardship or difficulties which 
informal settlement dwellers experience, what emerges are testimonies that – 
despite hardships – these settlement dwellers actively foster and disseminate 
a culture of self-reliance and initiative, and that the embedding and spread of 
this culture is a key part of their approaches to creating change. 
7.5 Culture, obstacles and differences 
Nevertheless, there was an acknowledgement that aspects of culture and 
some traditional practices could be obstacles to change. Culture-related 
terms were listed in the discussion on Obstacles to Change in all 
communities and reflected in such terms as Fear, Resistance (outside and 
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within the community), Laziness, Lack of involvement or lack of commitment, 
Beer or beer drinking, and specifically in Z3 Culture. Although these are a 
broad collection of terms that cover emotions (fear), attitudes, or the impact 
of other behaviours (beer-drinking), they nevertheless relate to Bauman’s 
(1999) categorisation of the praxis of culture. In this reading, the eclectic 
groupings reflect the ambivalence as well as the human interactions involved 
in culture. 
RR talked about the contrast between what she had witnessed in another 
African country and Zambia, particularly in relation to saving: ‘Here we don’t 
like saving. We are not understanding, I don't know how to explain it, we are 
just too stiff, we don't know what we want.’ Nevertheless, this was contrasted 
with the federation culture, which she saw as providing a different approach: 
‘I think we have seen what is inside the federation but our friends (those 
outside the federation) don't care... Wanting free things, not wanting to save, 
they want things on a silver plate’ (RR, female, Z2, English). Likewise, a Z3 
diary entry references a visit to a neighbouring informal settlement, with the 
comment, ‘most of them were expecting the government to come to their aid, 
but the Zambia Homeless and Poor People’s Federation helped to correct 
the impression and encouraged the sense of responsibility.’ Both of these 
suggest the federation is offering a counter-culture focused on initiative and 
self-reliance, contrasting with their perceptions of wider society. 
An aspect of tribal culture noted as obstructing change was the practice of 
widow inheritance (Z1, Z2). However, in Z2 it was noted that this practice 
was less prevalent because of the growing public awareness of HIV and 
AIDS and the risks associated with the practice. It seems that community 
members saw some traditional practices as malleable, echoing the agency 
noted before. Gender dimensions of traditional cultural practices – as well as 
the potential to change some of these practices – were referenced in Z1:  
Especially in a culture whereby they teach us as young women, when 
we are getting into marriage, that we should hear whatever your 
husband tells you, so you find sometimes the woman will tell the 
husband she wants to join the federation and the husband will just say 
‘I don’t want you to go there’ then she will listen. (How do you change 
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that one?) When you know your rights especially when we are taught 
by someone that this is not the right way to be. 
BC also noted,  
there is another culture which says the woman should just receive 
from the husband, the husband should be working, then the wife 
should be having children at home. Again, contributing that, you find 
some women have no money to contribute to the federation because 
they depend on men. (How do you overcome that?) I think it is just the 
same, by committing with other women, what can I say, exposure to 
learn from others the way of living. (But that doesn't mean you are 
destroying the culture?) Yes there are some bad cultures that we have 
gotten rid of. (BC, female, Z1, English) 
CD added:  
long before, there were jobs (which) were segregated, but nowadays, 
it’s one normally, (they can both be) policeman... in the federation 
women do all sorts of jobs, building, dealing with electricity, all those 
sorts of things, because of that change in culture (CD, Z1, female, 
English) 
 
Figure 7-4 Participant photo: 'Feel it's important to have this photo so others can see 
that women can do anything. This woman is fixing her roof because it is leaking, 
covered with plastic.' 
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Changing gender roles were represented in a saying from Zambian 
communities: ‘Chitenges [the wrap-around cloth worn by women] at the front, 
trousers at the back’. This demonstrated the leadership role for women in the 
federation as well as their role in improving the economic wellbeing of their 
family, and was a reversal of the traditional archetype of the woman trailing 
behind the man. In Z3, HH (female, English) noted that some men had 
complained, so they had a variation: ‘chitenges at the front, trousers at the 
side’ which nevertheless highlights the leadership role of women while not 
relegating men to an inferior status. 
In the above examples, the challenges or obstacles to change are presented 
as surmountable, with the federation and group members portrayed as 
change agents, through offering a ‘way of living’ or alternative approach, or 
using a humorous catch-phrase which creatively disrupts a gender inequity. 
 
Figure 7-5: Participant photo: 'Although the water company have come up with an 
initiative, they are not adding any value, they are not creating change, until water is 
connected to individual houses.' 
There were fewer specific references to the traditional aspects of culture 
resisting change in the SA communities. Here, the cultural dimensions which 
blocked change were along the lines of: corruption (S1, S3, S4); fear of being 
robbed or exploited (S1, S3, S4); not trusting strangers or specific groupings 
(S1, S3, S4); ignorance (S1, S4); lack of trust of leaders (S2); feelings of 
inferiority (S3); jealousy (S4); lack of hospitality (S4); lack of Christianity (S4). 
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The previous chapter noted how some federation members saw the 
‘development state’ contributed to a negative ‘handout’ mentality, which is 
also a cultural obstacle. 
SA communities produced a number of comments about differences between 
cultures or races. Although sometimes these could be positive, such as how 
black people (in contrast to white people) always greet other passengers in a 
taxi (S3), there were a number of more negative comparisons that suggested 
local community culture could block change. Comments included how white 
parents prioritise the children’s education and provide bursaries for ‘students 
who are good at school’ (YZ, female, S3, translated), implying that this was 
uncommon for the local culture but could be something they could learn. S3 
also related how they were able to use white visitors to the township to ‘be 
listened to by the politicians and the municipal managers’ (XY, male, S3, 
translated), reflecting how they had learned to use the apparent power 
differential in a way to benefit the community.  
Community S4 also addressed differences between cultures and races, 
highlighting in their comments, both positively and negatively, the distinction 
between ‘coloureds’ (their self-identification), ‘Africans’ and ‘whites’. This 
came across in perspectives on parenting:  
I think we are better than whites, how we cling to our children and 
protect our children. White people say, ‘if you want to marry that guy, 
marry that guy’. Xhosa people say ‘if that guy has enough money, you 
can marry him’. Our people say ‘No, he's a sesentoiter (gang 
member)’, Ah! Ah! I will never let my child marry a sesentoiter, no way. 
(YY, female, S4, English)  
However, this positive sense of identity was also juxtaposed with more critical 
comparisons, such as, ‘our coloured people, they don’t want to save’ (UV, 
female, S4, English), and 
 Our children want meat, chicken, salad... black African don't do that, 
they cook what they eat, they save the other money. That's why they 
can save R100. (So, your community spends more as they go?) Yes! 
(Does that help or make it worse for savings and for change?) It 
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makes it worse for change... because if you can spend less than you 
have more money for something else. (YY, female, S4, English) 
Similarly, group members stated that coloured people do not like to fight (for 
rights) unlike ‘African people’. Instead we ‘run away, go home’ (YY, female, 
S4, English). Nevertheless, YY went on to talk about participating in her first 
toyi-toyi (protest) despite her diffidence and fear of being noticed, which she 
highlighted was a contrast to Africans who were dancing and shouting while 
protesting. YY recognised that being brought up ‘not to force your way’ and to 
meekly accept authority was wrong, that instead ‘You must ask why!’  
The dynamism and cohesion in S4 was apparent. The S4 community leader, 
NN, spoke about the community and a sense of ubuntu, highlighting that 
despite some of the self-deprecation and the sense of ‘in-betweenness’ 
(Bhabha, 1994, p. i) in terms of not fitting into white or African cultures, there 
was a clear sense of shared identity within their own group. Although these 
comments about culture in S4 appear to go beyond the limits of ‘change and 
culture’, they are particularly relevant because of the context of coloured 
people in S4 as a ‘hybrid community’ (Nederveen Pieterse, 2009, p. 113), 
which will be explored in the next section.  
Many communities, including S4, noted some diffidence about the research 
project because of issues related to race, language and culture. This 
included some reluctance to write in the diary because people did not like 
writing English (S2), or ‘this is for Tim and Tim is from overseas’ (S4). On the 
other hand, community Z2 noted ‘they used to be scared to speak to white 
people; [now they have] found a white person that they can teach’ (group 
discussion). 
In S3, the inability to speak good English was also seen to interfere with 
community action, such as in interactions with the municipality and 
leadership roles, although this was surmountable: ‘When he started as a 
leader, he couldn't speak proper English, but when he went to meetings, he 
told himself he would listen and hear, and also speak if they cannot hear and 
sometimes people would get what he was saying’ (XY, male, S3, translated). 
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In these comments about cultural differences, a sense of self-deprecation 
about a community’s culture is often evident, which is sometimes seen to 
suffer in comparison with other cultures (particularly with notions of white 
culture). In some cases, awareness of difference, and the apparent 
superiority of another culture, was used as an encouragement for change.  
In summary, these comments highlight an acknowledgement that some 
aspects of culture can act as a hindrance to change. However, under the 
right circumstances, some aspects can be moulded or the group could 
develop practices that progress from identified cultural constraints. The 
awareness of difference from other cultures was often linked to self-
deprecation, was sometimes aligned with a sense of in-betweenness (itself a 
characteristic of informality) and was sometimes a spur for the community to 
emulate or borrow practices and approaches to change from other cultures. 
Despite some self-deprecation, community comments generally express an 
appreciation, enjoyment and sense of identity within their own culture. 
7.6 Culture, change and hybridity 
Drawing together the analysis in the last sections, the following table 
presents how the different elements of cultural practices evidenced in the 
study link with different change strategies (the ‘approaches to change’ area 
within the conceptual framework).  
Table 7-1: Cultural dimensions and related change strategies 
Elements of cultural practices Examples of change strategies  
• Indigenous knowledge forms 
(songs, dances, sayings) 
• Raise awareness; 
• Teach; 
• Encourage and motivate. 
• Borrowing from other cultures 
and traditions  
• Warn about forces of opposition 
• Raise awareness; 
• Teach. 
• Re-shaping of local traditions • Promote gender equality; 
• Encourage unity within the group. 
• Communal singing • Invite participation 
• Encourage perseverance; 
• Strengthen courage (for example on the way to a 
municipal meeting); 
• Promote personal agency; 
• Celebrate;  
• Consolidate sense of identity; 
• Teach; 
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Elements of cultural practices Examples of change strategies  
• Lightly ridicule opposing forces. 
• Appeal to positive dimensions of 
local culture (for example Bemba 
sayings) 
• Encourage personal responsibility and agency; 
• Reiterate sense of belonging; 
• Appeal to common identity; 
• Remind of (positive) ethical values. 
• Highlighting ‘negative’ 
dimensions of culture (such as 
widow inheritance) 
• Promote gender equality; 
• Highlight malleability of some aspects of culture; 
• Encourage personal responsibility and agency; 
• Highlight federation as ‘counter’ culture; 
• Promote trust. 
• Positive and negative 
comparisons between cultures  
• Propose example to be followed (learn from other 
culture); 
• Encourage personal responsibility and agency; 
• Celebrate own culture; 
• Highlight federation as ‘counter’ culture; 
• Promote opportunity to learn from other culture. 
• Testimony (such as EE’s story) • Promote personal responsibility and agency; 
• Highlight role of federation’s support; 
• Propose strategies for dealing with community 
problems (such as HIV and AIDS). 
Table 7.1 highlights the diversity across both elements of cultural practices 
and change strategies, noting the overlap of categories and themes within 
and across columns. This diversity of elements and strategies leads to a 
consideration of a frame of understanding that might provide more meaning 
to how communities are using cultural dimensions in tackling issues of 
change. The concept of hybridity appears to underlie and bring together the 
elements and approaches that communities are using in relation to culture 
and change. 
Hybridity accommodates the long-term, flexible approach to the interlacing 
and braiding (Nederveen Pieterse, 2009) of different cultural elements 
evident in the research. This interlacing is apparent in the material presented 
in this chapter, whereby community members, groups and federation leaders 
skilfully draw on cultural elements from a wide range of different sources in 
their change-making strategies. Local traditions, elements from other tribal 
practices, ideas from other countries, and positive and negative elements 
from the dominant Western culture are combined in ways that not only 
strengthen change strategies, they also strengthen federation culture. 
Hybridity thus enables a (positive) re-interpretation and re-casting of received 
ideas or knowledge (evident in the way the federation used different sayings 
or ideas) and re-prioritises or accentuates them according to local conditions. 
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This is apparent in the different sayings and ideas noted above and 
particularly striking in widespread attitudes to religion.  
Hybridity allows federation members and informal settlement dwellers to be 
in-between (Nederveen Pieterse, 2001). It recognises that informal 
settlement dwellers are outside formal settlements, outside the formal 
economy and the dominant culture, noting in particular that Nederveen 
Pieterse references the Cape Coloured community as an example of a hybrid 
community (Nederveen Pieterse, 2009, p. 113). However, this banishment, 
marginalisation and proscription, something starkly illustrated by the Identity 
Card system imposed by the SA apartheid regime (and specifically 
referenced by S4 in relation to their identity as coloureds), becomes a point 
of departure for the creation of new knowledge, an unsettling of existing 
boundaries of identity and the creation of new identities. Nederveen Pieterse 
(2009) argues that through this unsettling hybridity is thus a challenge to all 
forms of centrism, multiple hegemonies, and boundaries. This is change, 
representing a refusal to be bound by existing proscriptive categories. 51 
Hybridity permits the embrace and use of different types of knowledge, 
including trickster knowledge (a topic touched on in Chapter 4) as a response 
that draws on diverse perspectives, yet also challenges those in power 
(Dube, 2016). Trickster knowledge draws on African ways of knowing, using 
forms of analysis drawn from proverbs and rituals. A trickster is the outsider 
who outwits those on the inside and exposes those in power. S/he has 
limited physical power but is shrewd and cunning and trusts in his/her 
wiliness and ability to survive. Stories about tricksters write back into the 
empire with their focus on resistance and survival. Dube notes that 
historically, ‘trickster stories continually said, “you can resist, you can survive, 
you can get out, you can in fact beat the master”’ (Dube, 2016, p. 56). In the 
research, this is particularly reflected in attitudes to religion, as well as in the 
stories of how songs and chants provide courage when meeting with the 
local municipality. It is also evident in the stories from the coloured 
                                            
51 Hybridity ‘is an epistemological shift outside the box of Cartesian epistemology’ 
(Nederveen Pieterse, 2009, p.120), a view that links with indigenous epistemologies. 
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community in S4 who were both self-deprecating and self-affirming, and also 
used humour to reaffirm their commitment to change. 
From the communities’ comments about religion, hybridity enables a view of 
cultural interaction that goes beyond a narrow focus on modernity. By 
referencing older, traditional practices, the communities put a longer-term 
perspective on their current context and lives, and remind us/others that 
modernity and the legacy of colonialism are not the only defining 
characteristics of their cultures and interactions. The importance and place of 
older spiritualties – and their role in evoking change – is affirmed and they 
also remind us/others that civilisations and cultures have always interacted 
and influenced each other. Although there may be some asymmetry in these 
interactions, as in the case of dominating neoliberal globalisation, interactions 
are never simple, but multi-dimensioned and overlapping. 
The approach of the communities towards culture and change and their 
proactive use of hybridity provides a response to those who criticise hybridity 
for its lack of grounding in reality (Mitchell, 1997). On the evidence of this 
research, hybridity is an active and grounded framework for informal 
settlement dwellers. An active self-awareness of hybridity appears to have a 
positive impact on the agency of community members and allows them to act 
as subjects in their world (Freire, 1970). Having discussed it here in the 
context of culture and change, hybridity is a topic for further development, 
which will be explored in more detail in Chapter 10, where hybridity is 
proposed as one of four themes providing a meta-level response to the 
research question of how informal settlement dwellers mobilise for change.  
However, there are questions as to the adequacy of hybridity as a framework 
of change in the face of powerful hegemonic world forces. Notwithstanding its 
embrace by federation members, is it enough? Can trickster knowledge have 
any impact in the global order? Despite its embrace by federation members, 
does it help make any change to the balance of power, at a micro or macro 
level? On the basis of arguments presented here, it can be demonstrated 
that it helps create change at community level. The question of impact at 
larger geographical levels, remains; it relates to the next chapter on levels of 
engagement, and will be developed in the discussion chapter (Chapter 10).  
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7.7 Conclusions 
The strands about culture can be brought together in conclusions about how 
culture is explicitly or implicitly incorporated into (a) processes of change and 
(b) practices associated with learning about and disseminating change. In 
summary, settlement dwellers use culture in their approaches to change by: 
• Appealing to local, shared cultural values as means of challenging, 
encouraging, and strengthening unity within the federation and 
settlement level groups; 
• Using and adapting indigenous knowledge forms as means of both 
celebrating common identity and for pedagogical purposes; 
• Using an inter-cultural approach that borrows from other cultures as a 
means of strengthening local action; 
• Emphasising initiative, responsibility and drawing on local and other 
cultures to encourage and instruct others to exercise initiative; 
• Demonstrating flexibility to re-shape cultural practices and beliefs; 
• Refusing externally imposed or pre-defined cultural definitions and/or 
narratives which portray their lives in fixed categories; 
• Embracing hybridity in a framework that maximises agency and a 
dexterity to borrow from between and within cultures. 
Culture is thus used creatively by informal settlement dwellers, in effecting 
change and in learning and teaching. Traditional culture is celebrated, used 
to impart knowledge and skills, is an integral part of local context and 
contributes to identity, yet it is not totally defining. Instead, individuals and 
groups draw from within and across cultures in their work, manifesting 
hybridity as they exercise agency, and affirm those values that are more 
focused on change outcomes for them. 
The next chapter examines change strategies for informal settlement 
dwellers in relation to different levels of engagement. It examines how the 
federation uses strategies that embrace personal, family, community, 
national and international domains as well as examining linkages between 
these, domains and will draw on theoretical understandings of these levels of 
change and how these ideas are reflected in federation strategies for change.  
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CHAPTER 8. MULTIPLE LEVELS OF CHANGE 
This chapter explores findings related to the multi-dimensional nature of the 
activities for change taking place in the researched communities. The chapter 
focuses on the different levels specified in the first research sub-question, 
What approaches are used by individuals and groups in informal settlements 
in Southern Africa in their efforts to create positive changes at personal, 
family and community levels?, but it also includes some consideration of the 
second sub-question, How do informal settlement dwellers understand, learn 
about change and share their knowledge about creating change?  
The starting point is a brief summary of relevant theoretical debates from 
relevant disciplines, including social movement theory, urban studies, 
internationalism and feminism, highlighting and developing key points from 
the Literature Review. Turning to the data, the chapter outlines the different 
levels targeted, the activities used and the impact achieved. There will be a 
particular focus on findings related to change strategies at settlement/city, 
national and international levels. Lastly, conclusions on this topic draw 
attention to how these different levels of engagement are interlinked and add 
to a cumulative, integrated approach to creating change. 
Using the conceptual framework of the research, an understanding of the 
context needs to recognise the positioning of informal settlement dwellers in 
wider networks (local, national, international). Arising from this understanding 
of context, there is an opportunity to consider approaches to change in these 
contexts (what does the movement do to create change at local, national and 
international levels) and to explore the conceptual links between these 
different levels (theoretical dimensions of the links between levels of change).  
8.1 Theoretical perspectives on levels of change 
The change strategies examined in the research appear as multi-
dimensional, with initiatives at the personal, family, group, settlement, city, 
regional, national and international levels. This multi-dimensional focus raises 
questions about the theoretical underpinning of this approach. From a 
theoretical perspective, what insights relate to these levels, how are these 
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levels linked conceptually, and how can theory be used to interrogate such a 
multi-dimensional model?  
The starting point is a brief summary of insights across different disciplines, 
including social movement theory, urban studies, internationalism and 
feminism. Social movement theory provides some initial, theoretical 
perspectives, noting SDI’s self-identification as a social movement 
(Shack/Slum Dwellers International, 2012). Summarising key points from the 
literature, as noted in Chapter 2, social movement theory is relevant because 
social movements link to the development of modernity (Tarrow, 2011; Wood 
& Tilly, 2016) and typically social movements interact with state and other 
government authorities, often engaging in public action with sustained claims 
on authorities (Wood & Tilly, 2016), an approach visible in the research.  
Similarly, social movements are often involved in ‘contentious collective 
action’ (Tilly, 1978, p. 227) and sometimes conflict (Alinsky, 1971). Given the 
contentious nature of informal settlements claiming tenure and other rights, 
the role of conflict and contention as an approach to change is important for 
the research. This topic will be explored in this chapter, where the data on 
contention and conflict reveals an innovative and nuanced approach to the 
use of conflict within the movement (Section 8.3). 
Social movement studies note that movements do not impact solely on 
authorities, there are a range of other areas of impact, including personal 
dimensions (for example Ollis, 2011) including aspects of identity (Melucci, 
1996), community level changes (Alinsky, 1969, 1971), societal change 
(Piven & Cloward, 1977, Sharp, 2010), and national (Amenta et al., 2010; 
Meyer, 2012) or trans/international political dimensions (Fominaya, 2014). 
Addressing the connections between these levels, Mitlin (2001) argues that 
grassroots organising can sometimes focus on neighbourhood level changes, 
but these programs are unable to address fundamental underlying problems, 
such as extensive poverty or limited state capacity, or the multiple needs of 
the urban poor. Mitlin’s analysis suggests the need for a framework of inter-
connectedness; that local level action must somehow be linked conceptually 
and programmatically to broader strategies. This approach seems to have 
been recognised by SDI (Swilling, 2008), as noted in Chapter 3.  
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Within the spectrum of movement programs from personal to international, 
Mitlin and Satterthwaite (2012) argue that there is insufficient focus on urban 
governance or municipal issues. Such a neglect seems to overlook, as noted 
in Chapter 2, that urban social movements can contribute to the production of 
‘new urban meaning’ (Castells, 1983, p. 303) by highlighting the notion of 
spatial justice, with its possibility of seeking redress to inequality. Within the 
city, and through the work of urban social movements, the notion of the post-
metropolis can emerge (Soja, 2000). Although the ideas of a post-metropolis 
discussed in Chapter 2 may be outside the framework of typical urban 
planning debates, they nevertheless resonate with the non-Western 
ontologies discussed in this dissertation, particularly the focus on different 
ontological meanings. 
A discussion on ‘levels’ of engagement also requires a consideration of 
place, as noted in the Literature Review. From a justice and rights 
perspective, informal settlement dwellers have the right to the city, which 
encompasses the right to shape the city and its public space, the right to 
permanently inhabit meaningful locations within the city, and the right to 
participate in decision-making (Huchzermeyer, 2011). However, the reality of 
their position involves great – and increasing – inequality. Exercising the right 
to the city is then a challenge to patterns of economics and injustice: ‘the 
right to the city is about the right of all to inhabit urban space in a way that 
does not reproduce power relations’ (Goebel, 2015, p. 182). Goebel also 
notes the gendered aspects of the rights to the city, i.e. that in a South 
African context women experience ‘precarious conditions in informal 
settlements’ (Goebel, 2015, p. 188), including gender-based violence and 
inequitable access to economic wellbeing. Despite this, women participate in 
the life of settlements and are proud of their accomplishments in this context, 
which they see as better than in rural areas. This chapter will explore the 
dynamic between reality and rights through a consideration of how informal 
settlement dwellers interact with the theoretical meaning and the practical 
realities of the city.  
Chapter 3 outlined SDI’s work at personal, community, city and national 
levels. However, it is also an international movement. How can an 
understanding be developed that links spatial and social interactions and 
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approaches to change within the distant geographies of internationalism? 
Waterman (2001) argues that a new form of internationalism and global 
solidarity is emerging, one that builds on and critiques older forms of 
internationalism such as the trade union movement. These new forms of 
international solidarity – which are based on networks rather than 
organisations – also question the primacy of the nation state against ‘more 
local, more particular, more general or non-territorial identities, communities 
and values’ (Waterman, 2001, p. 200).  
Waterman argues that the new internationalism allows for a new approach to 
global solidarity, one that is based on an articulation of ideals such as 
equality and emancipation, involves a relationship between people, and 
involves negotiating differences and creating new identities. For Waterman, 
this vision of solidarity is expressed in the re-worked maxim, ‘“Think globally, 
act locally; think locally, act globally”. To which I [he] would like to add: “Think 
dialectically: act self-reflexively”' (Waterman, 2001, p. 240). For Waterman 
(2011), it is not only integrating levels of action, it is also integrating reflection 
on these actions.  
The women’s movements also model this alternative internationalism 
(Waterman, 2011) since they are rooted in different territories (communal, 
national, regional) yet address themselves to global and cross-national 
problems linked to women’s and other emancipatory struggles. For some 
scholars (for example Hale, 2014; Mohanty, 2003), feminist movements are 
evidence that new politics involving transnational feminists is emerging, one 
that rejects traditional forms of organisation and is instead searching for new 
forms of performance, association, and – for Mohanty (2003) – solidarity. In 
her writings on decolonising feminism, Mohanty (2003) argues that this 
solidarity is based on a critique of global capitalism and starts with the 
perspective of those most oppressed. Feminist solidarity allows for mutuality 
and accountability, builds relations based on the recognition of common 
interests, and encourages an analysis ‘grounded in history and social 
location’ (Mohanty, 2003, p. 145). 
Mohanty’s work affirms the link between the personal and broader domains, 
an echo of the feminist maxim ‘the personal is political’ (Hannam, 2014, p. 5). 
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However, this linkage is not just a physical, geographical connection. The 
local and the global exist simultaneously and are linked conceptually and 
contextually, since place-consciousness is an important antidote for, and 
response to, global capitalism. The latter is not connected locally, and will 
move its factories in pursuit of profit. In contrast, local communities, with 
women as leaders and central in their neighbourhood, have a strong sense of 
place, a consciousness that Mohanty (2003) sees as providing a base for 
resisting global forces. 
This section explored social movements and their place in urban and sub-
national settings, the significance of the urban and its connection to place, 
and the possible emergence of new forms of internationalism based on 
solidarity and feminist networks of resistance. These themes set a theoretical 
framing for the research’s work on levels of engagement in the researched 
communities. The next sections outline how themes related to levels of 
engagement emerge in the research. 
8.2 Research Data: Levels of engagement 
From the research, the movement and group members in communities do 
not see themselves as acting or impacting on just one level (for example 
household level), but believe that change initiatives target different levels, 
including individual, household, group, settlement, national and international. 
The research analysis highlighted data linked to different levels of interaction. 
Some were obvious, such as municipal interaction and enumeration, since 
these are SDI designated rituals (SDI South African Alliance, 2012f) and 
were referenced across a range of data sources. Some other references, 
such as access to water and sanitation, were also clearly communal and 
typically reflected both cooperative effort to obtain the services and a 
consequential communal benefit. Comments relating to national or 
international activities arose in every community and reflect a deliberate area 
of focus for the national federations. Other significant codes that relate to 
levels of engagement include: Community action, Electricity, Family, 
Federation, Government policies, International involvement, Mapping, 
Mobilising, National processes, Personal change, Slum upgrading, Urban 
issues, Voluntary action, and Women.  
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Collating the data, the federation’s involvement in different levels of 
engagement can be illustrated by the following table, which presents a 
summary of the approaches being used at the different levels and the 
perceived impact resulting from these different approaches: 
Table 8-1: Levels of engagement, corresponding approaches to  
change and perceived impact 
Level of 
Engagement 
Change approaches used52 Perceived impact 
Personal Personal Savings (S1, S3, S4, 
Z1, Z2, Z3) 
• Financial benefit 
• trust 
• personal confidence 
 Business Loans (from savings 
group) (S1, Z2, Z3) 
• Financial benefit 
• personal confidence 
• business skills 
 Home improvement loans (from 
federation funds) (S1, S4, Z1, 
Z2, Z3) 
• Health and hygiene improvements (for 
example through loans for latrines) 
• asset accumulation  
• increased security of tenure 
 Leadership training (all 
settlements) 
• Personal confidence 
• skills development 
 Exchanges (all settlements) • Knowledge creation 
• ideas dissemination 
• identification with wider movement  
 Housing schemes (Z3) • Asset accumulation 
• security of tenure 
Group (Group) Savings (S1, S4, Z1, 
Z2, Z3) 
• Mutual accountability 
• trust between members 
• inter-personal support 
• group cohesion 
• shared identity 
 Social fund (S1, S4, Z1, Z2, Z3) • Financial support for members in 
personal need 
• group cohesion 
• inter-personal support 
 Group projects (for example 
recycling business, S4) 
• Group cohesion 
• shared income 
• inter-personal support 
 Group meetings (all 
settlements) 
• Group cohesion 
• shared identity 
• shared rituals 
 Saving for a purpose (for 
example Christmas fund S1) 
• Mutual accountability 
• group cohesion 
• financial benefit 
Settlement MOUs and negotiations with 
municipality (S2, S3, Z3) 
• Re-orientation of power dynamic 
• increased confidence for settlement 
dwellers 
• settlement social cohesion 
 Exchanges involving municipal 
officials (S2, Z1, Z3)  
• Knowledge creation 
• ideas dissemination 
• strengthened relationships 
• re-orientation of power dynamic 
                                            
52 The different change strategies highlight interconnectedness, since, for example, personal 
savings are part and parcel of group savings schemes. 
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Level of 
Engagement 
Change approaches used52 Perceived impact 
• mindset change of officials 
 Requests for land allocations 
(S2, Z3) 
• Financial benefit 
• re-orientation of power dynamic 
• security of tenure 
 Lobbying municipality for 
infrastructure projects (S2, S3, 
Z1, Z2, Z3) 
• Improved infrastructure and service 
provision 
• increased confidence 
• re-orientation of power-dynamic 
• settlement social cohesion 
• mindset change 
 Donor visits (S2, Z1, Z2, Z3) • Resource mobilisation 
• financial benefit 
• identification with wider movement 
• confidence 
 Partnerships with other 
organisations (for example 
universities, Z2) 
• Knowledge creation 
• ideas dissemination 
• strengthened relationships 
• re-orientation of power dynamic 
 Settlement enumeration (S3, 
Z1) 
• Skills development 
• community knowledge base developed 
• tool for lobbying 
 Settlement re-blocking (S3) • Settlement social cohesion 
• improved infrastructure and service 
provision 
• increased confidence 
 Community projects (vegetable 
plots, laundry facilities in S3) 
• Social cohesion 
• health and nutrition improvements 
Regional Federation forums (for example 
savings meetings, Zambia 
health forum) 
• Knowledge creation 
• ideas dissemination 
• identification with wider movement 
• personal confidence 
 Exchanges between 
settlements (all settlements) 
• Knowledge creation 
• identification with wider movement 
• leadership development 
• personal confidence 
National Federation forums (SA and 
Zambia) 
• Identification with wider movement 
• mutual accountability 
• ideas dissemination 
• leadership development 
• celebration of identity 
 Exchanges between 
settlements (all settlements) 
• Knowledge creation 
• ideas dissemination 
• identification with wider movement 
• leadership development 
• personal confidence 
 Partnership between federation 
and support NGO (SA and 
Zambia) 
• Skills development 
• re-orientation of power dynamic 
• resource mobilisation 
• leadership development 
 Participation in housing forums 
(SA and Zambia) 
• Lobbying power (conduit for input into 
national policies) 
• re-orientation of power dynamic 
• ideas dissemination 
International Exchanges between 
federations (applies to both SA 
and Zambian federations) 
• Knowledge creation 
• ideas dissemination 
• identification with wider movement 
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Level of 
Engagement 
Change approaches used52 Perceived impact 
• leadership development 
• personal confidence 
 Participation in conferences, 
including multilateral forums 
(SA and Zambia) 
• Personal confidence (of participants) 
• re-orientation of power dynamic 
• knowledge creation 
• information dissemination 
 Relationships with international 
donors (for example Comic 
Relief in Zambia) 
• Resource mobilisation 
• ideas dissemination and scaling-up of 
initiatives 
• development of global movement 
 
Previous chapters focused more on personal, household or group levels of 
change. Although there were some aspects of settlement/community level 
change examined in these two chapters, (for example in community funding 
mechanisms such as loans for toilets), the focus was on personal, household 
and group level changes.53 
However, as demonstrated in Table 8.1, change strategies also target ‘larger’ 
levels, from international levels. These levels combine a range of internal 
groupings and strategies in order to focus on different external entities, such 
as municipal or national governments. The work at these larger internal and 
external levels (concentrating on settlement and beyond) – and their linkages 
– will be the main focus of the data analysis for this chapter. 
The focus on national and international levels was somewhat unexpected, 
and the original research focus was on personal, family and communal 
levels. However, it became clear in the course of the study that the 
movement’s work at these larger levels was a key component of settlements 
dwellers’ sense of context as well as their change strategies, and that 
national and international work engaged local activists/members in new 
opportunities. It also became apparent that national and international work 
linked back to the local and personal, in ways that will be explored below.  
8.3 Engagement with the local municipality 
The theme of engagement with the local municipality was immediately 
apparent: it appears in SDI documentation (for example SDI South African 
Alliance, 2014); it was selected as an element of change in all Zambian 
                                            
53 Personal/group level change is a focus Chapter 9. 
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communities (Z1, Z2, Z3) and in S4, and was included in advice for creating 
change, through such comments as: 
• When you are unified as a group, you must learn to engage with the 
municipality as a partner. From our experience as a federation, when 
we engaged, we were able to get services like waste bins, we were 
able get street lights. (S1) 
• Leaders need to form a relationship with city. (S2)  
• The community must make partnerships with the municipality so that 
they can have a relationship and then the municipality will not do as 
they please in the community. The community must allow these 
changes. (S3)  
The code municipal interaction appeared in the top five codes in three 
communities (S2, S3, Z3). Examples of types of interaction with the local 
municipality included:  
• An allocation of land to the federation, for 50+ houses on peri-urban 
land (Z3). This was as a result of significant lobbying from the local 
federation members and a source of great pride (related photos were 
included in their Chosen photos).  
• Enumeration and settlement communal planning (Z2), in partnership 
with the National University of Zambia and the local municipality. 
Federation members were on the steering committee and were 
involved in mapping and consultations (related photos were included 
in their Chosen photos).  
• Taking municipal officials on exchange (for more on exchanges see 
Chapter 9). 
• Relocation of homes within a settlement and associated infrastructure 
work in response to drainage and related water issues (S3 – see 
below); 
• Relocation of families from a flood prone part of one settlement to a 
Temporary Relocation Area (TRA) (Ranslem, 2015) and negotiations 
for a new, permanent location (S2), covered in more detail below. 
  
208 
Case Study: Community S3, SDI and the municipality 
The following two case studies highlight some of the issues relating to 
change work at different levels. Community S3 is the first case study for 
settlement-municipality interaction. Whereas most settlements approach SDI 
for support, in S3 the federation became involved following a court ruling in 
which the municipality was ordered to introduce adequate drainage into the 
settlement, to protect the water rights of a neighbouring, commercial farm. 
Consequently, the municipality approached ISN (the membership body within 
SDI dealing with community structures54) to work with the settlement. From 
one SDI staff member:  
But the municipal did not know where to begin, because they have 
tried like to take toilets there, chemical toilets, the community leaves 
them and dumps them on the road so they didn’t know how to 
approach it and that is when they approached SDI and CORC55 to 
help them mobilise this community. Because they considered that they 
don’t have the skills to engage communities. (EEE, male, SA staff, 
English) 
The support NGO, municipality and settlement signed a Memorandum of 
Understanding (MOU) and ISN was contracted by the municipality to 
undertake organising work in the settlement. The municipality funded 
infrastructure works in the settlement, including permanent sanitation blocks, 
a fence and road to separate the farm and settlement, as well as drainage 
channels to stop contaminated ground water flowing onto the farm. 
Community members were engaged by the municipality as caretakers for the 
sanitation blocks and in the construction of the channels.  
Some in the settlement were initially wary of ISN, including a key leader who 
did not want to work with it at that time. RS56 noted ‘because he was thinking 
that maybe ISN is a new political organisation and so they want to go there in 
that area and then go the way the politicians do things, but later he changed 
and understood’ (RS, male, S2, English). According to RS, the change came 
                                            
54 See Chapter 3 for details on the focus areas for ISN. 
55 CORC is the support NGO. 
56 RS is a community leader in S2 but had been involved in mobilising the S3 community. 
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about as a result of going on ‘many exchanges’, which were an opportunity to 
see the experience of other communities and to address his concerns.57 
Subsequently, the S3 community leader spoke about community change and 
his perceptions about leadership and motivation:  
For quite a long time, we've been in the settlement and the politicians 
they come, they go and then really there is nothing happening on the 
ground and so then (we’re) sitting and waiting. And if there is an option 
that we can use, the alternatives, meaning to use and to get 
something going, so that is something which motivates us. At the end 
of the day, we are the people living in the settlement. (QR, S3, male, 
English) 
He spoke of the need for action: 
It’s always difficult, but what I can say is, something which makes 
things more easier in our side is because since we signed an MOU 
there is a couple of projects which are coming into the settlement. So 
people are very excited because something is happening on the 
ground, it's not like having regular meetings where nothing is 
happening. (QR, S3, male, English) 
There were supportive comments from community members about the MOU, 
highlighting subsequent positive changes. Sanitation was one positive 
change, as highlighted by a diary entry: 
At first when they got to this community, they used to go up the hill to 
relieve themselves, but sometimes they found it was too dangerous for 
them because they were bitten by snakes and it was far. But after their 
partnership with the municipality then they had their first toilet (three of 
them) and now the wash facility. When the municipality built those 
toilets, after that there were job opportunities for people who are 
caretakers of those toilets. So it also brought about job opportunities 
for the whole community. It was good because there’s very limited job 
opportunities here, they only work on the farms and once it’s winter, 
                                            
57 See Chapter 9 for more on exchanges. 
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there are no jobs at all, they are sitting around with nothing to do. (PQ, 
female, S3, translated) 
In the discussion on Elements of Change, the theme of Municipality as 
partner was proposed as an element of change; OP noted, ‘Municipality is 
very important, holds the land, very important to get their permission’ (OP, 
female, S3, translated). 
In the same discussion on Elements of change, Good luck was also 
proposed and linked back to the community’s relationship with the 
municipality and SDI, ‘They have got good luck as a whole community... 
Always have people who offer to help them along’ (QS, female, S3, 
translated). The discussion noted that this arrangement had a limited lifespan 
and group members recognised that it was potentially ‘a bad thing because 
they were not learning to stand up for themselves, to do things on their own’, 
(QS, female, S3, translated), or, as NP stated: 
 all of this good luck is coming from the partnership that we have with 
the municipality, which is coming to an end, we need to move but I 
don’t know how... Stops 1st June, the MOU finishes then. (So what will 
happen to change in the community after that then, what’s the future?) 
We must start now by (employing) ourselves, like savings, doing 
savings58 ... (NP, male, S3, English) 
                                            
58 There were no savings groups in the community at the time of the research (unlike S1 and 
S4). There had been some savings groups, but were not operating at the time of the 
research. 
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Figure 8-1 Participant photo: ‘This one. (Is shack burning a big problem?)  
Yebo. Now they have electricity, they no longer have this problem.’ 
PQ proposed Support from NGO as an Element of change, noting that 
CORC 
provides people with skills and helping out developing skills in those 
who don't have skills. CORC is like a parent to say thanks, you forget 
about your parent unless it is a social occasion. They are always there 
when you need it. They tend to come last. Especially for them in [XX], 
they have other NGOS but the bigger things came from CORC. (PQ, 
female, S3, translated) 
This discussion highlights the tripartite nature of the arrangement between 
SDI, the community and the municipality, while also acknowledging the finite 
timespan and the potential limitations of the arrangement, which perhaps had 
yet to be adequately addressed.  
The tripartite arrangement had also resulted in an enumeration exercise, or 
household level socio-economic survey.59 In S3, this involved enumeration 
and community profiling which sought to redress the inadequacies 
associated with formal planning and data collection processes, with the SDI 
movement arguing that cities and national governments do not prioritise 
collecting information on the urban poor. Any information collected is not 
                                            
59 An SDI designated ritual, see Chapter 3. 
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analysed, or made available until it already outdated (Shack/Slum Dwellers 
International, 2013). 
In contrast, enumerations are community-led processes and represent a 
paradigm of data collection and analysis that places detailed, strategic 
community information in the hands of community members themselves. For 
S3, enumeration allowed the community to gather comprehensive whole-
community data, which was then the basis for designing a different 
community configuration (re-blocking) to address the issue of the water 
contamination, as well as creating space for roads and drainage. The 
enumeration process used community members in the data collection and 
analysis processes, and provided a point of entry for some community 
members into leadership roles and greater community participation (raised in 
video interview, ST, female, S3, English).  
Enumeration provides community leaders with information about their own 
community, which can be used in negotiations with the municipality (S2) and 
potential donors (Z1). Community leader RS from S2 spoke about this: 
The first thing that ISN helped us, I didn’t know how many people that 
I am leading. I was clueless. I was seeing the big number that I am 
leading and I was saying ‘Look at what I am leading, a lot of people!’ 
And when we started the enumeration exercise it was an eye opener 
for me, oh I am leading so much! (RS, male, S2, English) 
Enumeration and re-blocking are focused on the improvement of existing 
settlements. With the exception of Z3, which is creating a new community on 
a green-fields site, and S2, which is a transitioning settlement (see below), 
groups were focused not on relocation, but on in-situ upgrades. The strategy 
to focus on in-situ upgrades appears to be a recognition (sometimes quite 
explicit, as in Z1) that new land and relocation are unlikely options for both 
the government and the communities. Enumeration and re-blocking are 
therefore rituals focused on adapting to and seeking to improve current 
circumstances, rather than a relocation to a new site. 
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Despite the uncertainty about the future arrangements, the MOU in S3 had 
brought direct and indirect benefits to the community. In addition to those 
noted above, there were the following impacts: 
• Relocation, or re-blocking, of some houses away from the direct line of 
the farm’s watershed (highlighted in Chosen photos); 
• Reduction of fire risk through extension of electricity into the 
settlement and relocation of houses, reducing reliance on wood 
heating and hence the risk of fires (highlighted in Chosen photos); 
• A change in power dynamics with the municipality, evidenced by 
photos sent by community members to the municipality, calling them 
to account because their contractors had not been collecting rubbish 
(highlighted in Chosen Photos) and by the use of creative and 
humorous songs by community members on their way to meetings 
(see Chapter 7). 
• New settlement infrastructure, additional public services, and some 
jobs, albeit temporary ones.  
• Some intangible positive outcomes, including stronger community 
participation (referenced as evident in the enumeration), a change in 
the relationship with the local municipality (as noted above), and new 
relationships with other settlements through SDI (highlighted in 
Chosen Photos), which contributed to a developing sense of identity 
and belonging in the movement.  
 
 
Figure 8-2 Participant photo: ‘Relocating shacks because municipality said they 
would build road’ 
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Figure 8-3 Participant photo: ‘Matches... They were moved from old place to here’ 
The MOU also appeared to have precipitated other community projects, 
including a communal post office, a vegetable market garden, and a 
communal laundry facility. In the workshops, community members were 
positive about the impact of the arrangement on their lives and contrasted the 
situation prior to the MOU to their current status. 
Case study: S2, relocation and conflict 
S2 provides a contrasting case study; it also provides data about the 
interaction between the community and the municipality, but with a sense 
that whatever historical change had occurred, the community was still in a 
state of flux and facing ongoing uncertainty about their future.  
Residents from S2 had originally been in a larger settlement, within a flood 
prone sub-zone: ‘at that time, the people was in their shelters, there was 
water inside, there was a lot of water inside’ (RS, male, S2, English). The 
residents in the sub-zone took their complaints to the municipality but with 
little initial success: ‘when we start going to the municipality, they keep saying 
to us we are not in the plan (for relocation) ... so we keep fighting because 
we were flooded, until we have a big march where we were burning tyres’ 
(RS, male, S2, English) 
This escalated level of protest seemed to have some success: 
It was a big march. But we didn’t go to the City, we just marched to the 
sub-office and immediately when we get there, they informed the 
Mayor... then they came together and all of them they addressed us 
and then they came with an understanding and since then we have 
continuous meetings until we get this site. (RS, male, S2, English) 
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From RS’s comments, the process took some years. The municipality were 
initially reluctant to support the community’s relocation, in part because of 
competing claims from people in other communities, and the community were 
eventually relocated to a Temporary Relocation Area (TRA), a relatively 
small, fenced plot of land in a peri-urban area away from services and 
transport. 
However, the longer-term future for the residents is still unclear. RS indicated 
that initially the municipality had promised a long-term development adjacent 
to the TRA, brought about because  
the Mayor came herself and we discuss and we sign an MOA, 
because we are saying okay now we need to have our own places 
because this one belongs to the city. So we need our own places, and 
then they said they will give us that side (RS, male, S2, English).  
However, another group within the TRA seemed to have been excluded from 
this arrangement and apparently destroyed council property on the new 
building site, which halted the development work. 
S2’s experience highlighted the place of conflict in municipal negotiations. 
Conflict between communities and the municipality was the primary 
manifestation of conflict emerging from the research and hence is included in 
this chapter. RS spoke about the history of protest from the settlement:  
in 2008 – 2009 there were a lot of toyi-toyi (street protest) across the 
city, where people were marching and burning tyres and what we saw 
there, is that when we marched, the City of Cape Town sending the 
police and the police shooting us (RS, male, S2, English).  
This led to a process of reflection: ‘We said “But we are getting injured in 
each and every march that we attend, what we can do?” Because it seems 
that those people they plan to injure us’ (RS, male, S2, English). 
Informal settlement leaders came together to discuss the issues:  
[Someone] explained, come on guys do you see this issue of us toyi-
toyiing and doing a lot of those things, where are these things taking 
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us to? And then we see as leaders, they are not taking us anywhere, it 
is only taking us on the ground. And then the question was saying 
‘what is the plan?’ And then as the leaders we were saying because 
we don’t have someone who is in Parliament we don’t have a platform 
where we share our issues, the City is doing whatever they like in our 
communities, if they want to destroy the shelters they destroy them 
and if we march to the City, the only thing that we get, we are not 
getting taps and toilets that we want, the only thing that we get when 
we march, when we go into the street is injured. That’s what we get! 
(RS, male, S2, English) 
According to RS, who had a long history in the movement, this meant the 
establishment of a new network, ISN, as a separate membership 
organisation focused on mobilising and community structures: ‘And then we 
said let’s make ISN as a platform of the poor and that’s when we started in 
2009. And then we said “Yeah, now we’ve got a platform, what do we want 
as the communities?”’ (RS, male, S2, English). 
RS noted a different orientation to conflict between SDI/ISN and some parts 
of the community that allowed the community to act differently to the 
federation, a comment that highlights the connection but also the 
separateness between the communities and SDI/ISN: ‘No! You know the ISN 
role is clear, they believe in tables, in sitting at tables talking to the city. And 
then we as a community we have the right to take our own decisions without 
them’ (RS, male, S2, English). This can create suspicion: 
if the community wants to, we can’t say “no, no, you don’t march”. I will 
let them go... it is how we operate, because if we say the community 
must not march, what happens? They are saying the ISN is a spy of 
the city (RS, male, S2, English).  
This comment echoes Oldfield and Stoke’s (2007) research on community 
organising in South Africa when they write, ‘When negotiations with the 
Council fail, the civic finds radical action entirely appropriate’ (Oldfield & 
Stokke, 2007, p. 150). Two female community leaders in S2 also agreed that 
the community had managed to get the municipality to listen by ‘blocking and 
protesting’ (ST, female, S2, translated).  
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RS saw that there was a role for protest but that there were consequences 
for the community leader if the march destroyed property or became violent. 
In this, he referenced the inspirational example of Nelson Mandela:  
... as a leader you will be arrested after all those things [violent 
protest], but the community will benefit. (So is that what happened, 
were you arrested?) Yeah. Someone must be arrested, someone must 
be benefiting. It’s like kind of, you know the story of our father, Father 
Mandela. He was arrested, some were benefiting, some were dying. 
You know there’s always two ways. You benefit when someone is 
arrested, or you lose. When he get out he was old already, but we still 
benefiting. So, if you are a leader you must know that whatever the 
community decides, to go to the streets, and you as a leader you don’t 
stop that, you will be arrested. (RS, male, S2, English) 
Nevertheless, RS saw his role, based on how ISN guided him, as helping 
people think about different approaches:  
If you go after the march and then ask them ‘guys you marched, I saw 
you on the street, did you get the tap?’ They will tell you ‘no we didn’t 
get the tap, because those people they shoot us’. Then you say ‘Look 
guys I don’t want to lie, even tomorrow if you go into the street they 
will shoot you again. So what you can do? Draw your plan, and then 
take your plan to the city, be part of the solution’ (RS, male, S2, 
English) 
The strategy for negotiations was based on advice to develop a settlement-
initiated, community development plan, or, as RS related the advice from 
SDI,  
Once you have your community development plan it is going to be 
easy for you to challenge the city because you’ve got the plans. And 
after they say that, we sit down as a community and the community 
was saying what we want, we want streets or lots of things (RS, male, 
S2, English) 
RS reflected also on the need for both approaches (negotiation and protest) 
and noted the need for signed minutes: ‘So you need to do both, if they don’t 
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listen to you. But the most important thing is, to sit down with them, get the 
minutes off them, record whatever they say.’ Two other members of the 
community leadership structure in S2 independently noted the importance of 
agreed minutes in any meeting with the municipality: ‘every meeting that we 
sit with them, we request minutes from them, that are typed up by them and 
that we sign, everyone. After every meeting, we request those minutes’ (ST, 
female, S2, translated). This lesson on the value of signed minutes was 
echoed in S3, Z1 and Z3. 
The two women community leaders in S2 had advice related to this 
discussion on protest and negotiation, notably: 
• People must not focus on protesting all the time, they must find other 
strategies of sitting down and discussing issues, not just protesting; 
• You need to know how to communicate information from the 
municipality to the community as a whole. (from Advice for 
Communities, S2) 
Community Z3 reiterated on protest that ‘sometimes it’s good’ (HH, female, 
English), noting that the protest usually is at the end of a long process in 
which the authorities have not listened. This community had not directly 
protested; however, at the time of negotiations for the new land, they thought 
it might be necessary: ‘we told the city council if you are not giving us land 
then we will come with all our members, here at your office (laughs) ... that's 
how they ended up giving us plots. It helps’ (HH, female, English) 
The Zambian support NGO noted that in their particular context it was 
important not to be too critical of the government: ‘we have to seek to partner 
with government in any way instead of seeing ourselves like fighting an 
election’ (ZZZ, female staff member, English). Instead, they work through an 
umbrella organisation, which can organise different constituents for advocacy 
work and can bring community members to sit with officials and ‘bring out 
their issues, communicate their problems’ (ZZZ, female staff member, 
English), a process which she noted allows informal settlement dwellers to 
interact directly with bureaucrats and elected representatives. 
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Community S4 resorted to protest in order to progress promised social 
housing: ‘I toyi-toyi’ed for the first time in my life... we go to the municipality, 
we speak to that guy, that Big Guy... we gave them, what you call it, that 
memorandum, we gave it to them’ (YY, female, S4, English). Yet, at the time 
of the research, it seemed that the protest had not helped, ‘because nothing 
came out of it, they don’t want to give us an answer’ (YY, female, S4, 
English). The protest also appeared in S4’s diary entries and Chosen photos. 
The federation’s default position in municipality negotiations seems to focus 
on cooperation, echoed in the Advice for other communities from Z1 as, ‘For 
any change, for anything to be done, you have to work hand to hand with the 
government, for anything to be done you need to involve your mother and 
father which happens to be the government.’ Z1’s advice aligns with the 
federation’s broader approach to partnerships as seeking incremental 
improvements for settlement dwellers within current contexts. 
The movement’s preference for cooperation opens it up to theoretical and 
practical criticism, particularly because of possible co-option by the state 
(Reeler, 2007). Not only can slum upgrading be criticised for avoiding 
meaningful poverty alleviation (Davis, 2006), it can suggest that the 
settlement dwellers have been co-opted into an unjust status quo. Where 
organisations are beneficiaries of donor funding, co-option can be a greater 
temptation (Banks and Hulme, 2013) because of the power asymmetries and 
the attraction of financial stability.60 For Podlashuc, SDI has been drawn into 
a neoliberal hegemony and through SDI, informal settlement dwellers are 
only being ‘invited to participate in – their co-option into – the system of their 
own oppression through co-production’ (Podlashuc, 2011, p. 31).  
However, it can also be argued (see Oldfield & Stokke, 2007), that this 
analysis depends on a simplistic characterisation of the forces for and 
against neoliberalism, and as such, only encourages polarisation and 
antagonism. Oldfield and Stokke (2007) propose instead a grounded analysis 
of community organisation and a recognition – which is evident in the case of 
SDI – of the possibility that ‘community politics include strategic and 
relational collaboration with and opposition to the state’ (Oldfield & Stokke, 
                                            
60 Recognising that SDI does receive substantial funds from some international donors. 
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2007, p. 152). A more nuanced sense of the levels of complexity and 
relational nature present in the state (Swilling, 2008) opens up a different 
type of relationship, one that allows SDI and other movements to both 
engage and contest, while still preserving their autonomy and maintaining the 
core base of informal settlement dwellers. 
These scholars (Oldfield & Stokke, 2007; Swilling, 2008) recognise the 
possibility of relational interaction between communities and the state, 
particularly at the municipal level. In the research, communities resisted the 
temptation to objectify or other the state; instead, the nature of the 
relationship between settlement and state is seen within a specific spatial 
context. The reality of the relationship was acknowledged, and communities 
took the initiative, as active subjects in their world (Freire, 1970), to develop 
this relationship, while doing what they could to change the power 
asymmetry. The approach being followed is entirely consistent with an 
ontology centred on ubuntu-ism and an acknowledgement of the inter-
connectedness of all things within a spatial understanding of the world. 
However, an awareness of being in relation with the state, although it might 
counter Alinsky’s edict to rub raw feelings of discontent (Alinsky, 1971), does 
not preclude the possibility of conflict. Instead, conflict is understood as a 
potential consequence of being engaged with others in the same space, or, 
as expressed in the Bemba saying from one of the Zambian communities, 
‘trees that are close together, usually there are frictions’ (LL, Z3, male, 
English). The comments presented in the above two case studies 
demonstrate that communities see protest and conflict as performative, 
necessary routines of contention (Tilly, 1999), but nevertheless routines 
which need to be situated within a wider range of performances and within 
the context of the relationship between communities and the state. This 
relationship needs to be monitored (by keeping signed minutes) and appears 
to be built on a foundation of respect (it is their land); yet is also open to 
disruption if the municipality is obstructing negotiations or being disrespectful 
to the community’s need. Research comments illustrate an appreciation of 
the multi-dimensional aspects of the relationship between informal settlement 
dwellers and the municipality.  
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Informal settlement dwellers’ relationship with the state can include 
performative routines such as face-to-face meetings, enumerations, re-
blocking, and mutual participation on exchanges as well as dimensions of 
protests, if required. However, the communities are also clear that they see 
limits to protest and conflict. Sometimes, these protests do not progress the 
community’s claims, in which case they are discontinued and different 
routines employed. This flexibility of working across repertoires of protest to 
direct lobbying and interaction with officials is also apparent in the way the 
Brazilian Landless People’s Movement (MST) works, as noted by Tarlau 
(2014) and discussed in Chapter 2. 
The two case studies (S2, S3) highlight the complex role of the support NGO 
within the federation. The tensions and possibilities of compromise are 
acknowledged, yet the NGO appears to have negotiated a role which 
prioritises a community’s interests, as well as providing organising skills and 
support to leaders and other community members so that they are the 
preeminent initiators both in change processes inside settlements and in the 
negotiations with the municipality. The tension of the relationship was 
acknowledged by a SA staff member:  
When it comes to the Alliance, it seems really complicated and 
sometimes there are contradictions, but it's almost that it is necessary 
for us to be able to promote what we promote and for us to be able to 
work out what we do... Sometimes you need to embrace the 
contradictions and the chaos that comes with working with and 
supporting social movements, because there are. When you have 
women that have spent their entire lives working for the federation or 
on behalf of the federation, how do you support someone like that? 
(BBB, female, SA staff, English) 
BBB’s comment and its highlighting of ‘contradictions and chaos’ also 
illustrates the way in which the movement has prioritised the complexity of 
relationships against more programmatic approaches to mobilising informal 
settlement dwellers. The chaos is not to be ignored nor replaced by 
campaigns in which settlement dwellers are directed by professional experts; 
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instead, the chaos and contradictions are to be embraced as a fundamental 
symbol of relationality. 
There are critiques of well-meaning urban NGOs (Davis, 2006), and specific 
criticisms of SDI as being too aligned with the interests of neoliberal donors 
or being non-democratic (Huchzermeyer, 2011; Podlashuc, 2001; Selmeczi, 
2014). However, this research, as highlighted in these two case studies, 
demonstrates both a high level of agency from settlement dwellers (they are 
the ones leading the interaction with the municipality) and a self-belief about 
the possibility of change for their settlement. This self-belief was also visually 
evident in photos of slogans and T-shirts with sayings such as ‘Movement of 
the Mamas Can Do It’ (selected photos, S1 & S4) and ‘Informal Settlement 
Network – No Upgrading Without Us’ (selected photos, S1), and the placard 
‘Do it for yourself because we can do it’ (diary entry, S1).  
The study demonstrates that change work at settlement level and an 
accompanying development of self-belief and positivity is aligned with Soja’s 
vision of a new cultural politics, driven by ‘spatialized notions of social justice, 
participatory democracy, and citizenship rights and responsibilities’ (Soja, 
2000, p. 407). Communities are being mobilised, settlements re-configured, 
and most importantly, local municipalities are being engaged in ways that 
reflect the settlement dwellers’ agency, leadership and initiative. All of which 
is in contrast to common paradigms of municipalities driving local 
development plans by taking the lead themselves, and only engaging 
communities in tokenistic practices of informing/consulting (Arnstein, 1969). 
The study also reflects, a different approach to citizenship. Purcell (2003) 
argues that new notions of citizenship need to be developed, ones that can 
be recast from the Western dominant link to the nation-state to encompass 
different orientations, territories and scale, an approach which also echoes 
Waterman’s (2001) perspective on global and other networks. In this 
approach to citizenship, the right to the city leads to more democratic forms 
of politics that have the potential to tackle the control of capital (Purcell, 
2003). Purcell’s (2003) theorising suggests that the type of work seen in the 
research is tapping into much larger questions about democracy, the nation-
state and the opening up of the city to all its inhabitants, not just those with 
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capital and power. If viewed from this perspective of a different citizenship 
that engages questions of democracy, the nation-state and the right to the 
city, these strategies can be seen as fundamentally unsettling and counter-
hegemonic, perhaps in contrast to those who criticise SDI’s approach 
(Huchzermeyer, 2011; Podlashuc, 2011). 
However, in the background is the big question: is this approach too 
simplistic or unrealistic, and does it ignore the material reality of conditions in 
informal settlements? Are the changes spoken of by people in S2 and S3 
(and elsewhere) evidence of a new, emerging ‘postmetropolis’ (Soja, 2000, p. 
148) and a new citizenship, or are they merely marginal improvements for a 
few families in small areas within a few settlements, whereas the reality of life 
rapidly deteriorates across the global South for millions of people? Are 
current hegemonies really being undermined by the unsettling work of 
informal settlement dwellers? Furthermore, are social movements able to 
achieve significant change without a consideration of the wider support, such 
as a healthy political ecosystem, good policies and institutional collaboration 
(Edwards, 2004; Green, 2016)? 
There are no simple answers to these questions and varying points of view 
have validity. There is still a need to explore further these questions and to 
acknowledge the tension that exists between the confidence and energy of 
settlement dwellers with their particular stories of change (personal and 
communal) and the forces of globalisation that seem to bear down on them 
and contribute to their exclusion, marginalisation and disadvantage. What 
kinds of change, if any, are realistically possible under these circumstances? 
The reconciliation of the apparent, personal evidence of change against a 
forceful and opposing view of increasing marginalisation of informal 
settlement dwellers will remain a focus of the next chapter and will be 
reprised in Chapter 10. 
8.4 Bringing in national and international levels 
However, the wider context of the movement’s work and identity at national 
and international level needs also to be brought into the discussion. 
Consideration of national and international level change strategies and 
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outcomes provides clarity and guidance about change at all levels for people 
in a movement. 
Higher levels – or geographies – of change (such as national or international) 
were not an initial focus of the study (which focused on personal to 
communal level); yet, in examining the data there were significant references 
to these levels. From the data, change strategies associated with work at the 
global level link back to the presence and work of the federations at personal 
and communal levels. In other words, the importance of these larger 
dimensions emerged in the course of the study as a consequence of 
federation members’ comments. In this respect, the study’s open, inductive 
approach allowed new knowledge and themes to be identified and explored 
and consequently strengthened its findings and conclusions.  
Table 8.1 provided a number of references to national and international level 
change strategies. There are some conclusions to note from these 
references and from the data. Firstly, there was a recognition of the 
importance of national government policies, structures and the role of 
government staff. Both staff and community members were cognisant of their 
respective, wider national contexts, and the national context was seen as 
potentially creating a negative impact. In SA, the federation noted its work 
had become more difficult since 1994 because of government policies that 
reduced communities’ interest and incentives in self-mobilising and savings 
programs (AAA, female, SA, English).61 Conversely, there was the 
recognition of the potential positive impact that could arise from within 
government. Hence, as raised in one discussion, ‘Strong individuals within 
government who understand the federation process and support it’ as well as 
good government policies were considered as forces which contributed to 
positive change (Zambia support NGO, force field analysis discussion). 
National federation structures provided opportunities for leadership and 
collective involvement. In both countries, the federation had well-established 
membership structures and different forums that brought together federation 
members at regional or national levels. Meetings relating to these structures 
                                            
61 See also Chapter 6 on this. 
225 
were referenced in Chosen photos (S1, S4, Z1, Z2, Z3) and Diaries (for 
example, quoting a song used at one forum, ‘we are not here to sleep’, S1).  
The structures play a number of roles. Firstly, they provide leadership and 
training opportunities. Women and men from informal settlements present 
reports, chair meetings and participate in the structures’ democratic 
processes. Secondly, they provide opportunities for mutual sharing of 
knowledge and ideas, particularly around savings practices and municipal 
interactions.  
They also offer opportunities for personal growth, illustrated by a comment 
from someone now involved at multiple levels in the federation: ‘I have 
changed. I was thin, now I am fat because of the federation’ (HH, female, Z3, 
English). Involvement in regional and national structures flows from earlier 
involvement in local level initiatives and builds skills, motivation and 
confidence gained at the personal or group level. The structures likewise 
provide a link between national decisions and local level consultations; hence 
in their roles, movement leaders were expected to consult back with their 
own and other communities as part of decision-making processes. 
Structures provide an opportunity to share in celebratory events associated 
with the wider movement, as evidenced by the photos of dancing and 
comments about the different tribal and ethnic backgrounds represented and 
celebrated at these forums (see also Chapter 7). They provide an avenue, 
sometimes in partnership with other organisations, to interact with the state 
and lobby on government policies and programs and lastly, they allow for a 
sharing in a common identity, focused on being informal settlement dwellers 
(and more specifically women) who are determined to engage with the 
context of informality, echoing Mohanty’s (2003) understanding of feminist 
solidarity based on relationships and mutuality. 
In both countries, the federations were seeded through international 
involvement (SA through an exchange to India, and Zambia through planting 
work from Zimbabwe) and international involvement has been integral in the 
ongoing history of the federations since then. International involvement is 
most evident in the international exchanges that take place (see also Chapter 
9), but is also evident in federation members’ involvement in international 
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federation meetings and in other multilateral forums. These forums were 
referenced in photos from both Zambia and SA (particularly Z1 and S4). 
However, it seems that international opportunities were scarcer than national 
ones. From the discussions on this topic, for both Zambia and SA, there were 
at least a few people in each community who had participated in national 
events, but only one or two women from each country who had participated 
in international events. Nevertheless, the women who did participate acted as 
conduits back to their communities and to the wider federation, sharing ideas 
about possible community projects (for example EE in Z1 who was keen to 
talk about the potential of a methane project) or mobilisation practices (for 
example NN in S4, see Chapter 9). Echoing the impact of national 
involvement, international involvement contributed to leadership skills, 
personal growth and knowledge dissemination (see Chapter 9 for examples).  
The federation’s involvement in international and multilateral forums (for 
example NN’s participation in the 2014 World Urban Forum) and the role of 
members as federation representatives is noteworthy. In the same way in 
which exchanges involving municipal officials and settlement dwellers 
changed the power dynamic between them, the involvement of settlement 
dwellers in these international forums – alongside senior multilateral officials, 
academics and diplomats – has a similar potential to change perceptions and 
power dynamics.  
Although this representation might be viewed as tokenistic or as further 
evidence of the co-option of the federation into global hegemonic forces, a 
different perspective is also possible. It is possible to see this presence at the 
table as a recognition of the agency and power of the people involved and 
the paradigmatic shift represented by the presence of those who come from 
the periphery to be at the centre of global discussions. Viewed this way, 
despite the many forces that seek to silence and exclude those at the 
margins of global society, informal settlement dwellers still find and/or create 
opportunities to speak, even in global forums, refusing to accept silence, and 
instead continue to resist the forces of exclusion. Hopefully, these meetings 
are examples of ‘receptive social environments’ where the voice of the poor 
is taken seriously (Campbell et al., 2010). 
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Importantly, NN’s (and EE’s) experience in these international forums was 
shared back with their local group and community, with whom she talked 
about the people met, her nervousness in speaking at such a forum, and 
communicated her obvious enjoyment of the whole experience. This sharing 
completes the circle – and sense of connection – from local to global and 
back again, and illustrates the solidarity linking the informal settlements to 
wider networks. Although not explicitly discussed, it can be argued that the 
sense of wider, global involvement provides an antidote to the very particular 
exclusion and difficulties faced by the local community. Despite local issues 
including few jobs, land tenure, local services and government support, the 
community is actively connected to a global network where these issues are 
being discussed, where they are actively represented, and where viewpoints 
are being brought into the discussion from many different contexts. 
8.5 Conclusions 
This chapter examined how the researched community members engage at 
settlement, national and international levels, and included examples from the 
data that illustrate how the federation’s strategies at these different levels 
impact on community change. Arising from this analysis, the following 
conclusions can be made. 
Community members are clear that there have been significant, positive, 
personal changes arising from being involved in the federation, changes that 
are summarised in Table 8.1. Aspects of personal change are also featured 
in Chapters 6 (savings), 7 (culture) and 9 (exchanges). However, this chapter 
highlights that personal initiatives for change need to be seen within the 
context of the federation and its members’ work at other levels. The 
federation’s work on change at settlement, national and international levels 
links with personal change strategies, by amplifying those linkages (showing 
that change is possible at the personal level and giving federation members 
opportunities to contribute at the larger levels) and by providing a feedback 
mechanism that allows federation members to take ideas and skills to be 
shared back in their communities. This chapter demonstrates that the 
research sub-question (What approaches are used by individuals and groups 
in informal settlements in Southern Africa in their efforts to create positive 
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changes at personal, family and community levels?) requires a consideration 
of approaches that involve national and international levels. 
In providing mechanisms for community-led engagement with municipal 
authorities, the federation has developed settlement level approaches that 
can result in significant, positive change for all settlement dwellers; an impact 
that goes beyond just federation members. This settlement level work is a 
significant demonstration of settlement dwellers claiming their right to the city, 
and is evidence of federation members refusing to be relegated to merely 
passive recipients of government planning processes. 
The interaction between settlement representatives and municipal officials is 
characterised by federation members as relational. Municipal officials are not 
characterised as the enemy (contra Alinsky 1971) but are more typically 
identified as being within the dimension of the family. This does not preclude 
the possibility of conflict; rather, conflict is perceived as one mode of relating, 
and a possibility within the pattern of being involved in a familial relationship. 
By being involved in higher-level change initiatives, federation members are 
contributing to their own learning and development as well as the 
movement’s learning approaches. Echoing the learning processes evidenced 
in savings (Chapter 6), use of culture (Chapter 7) and exchanges (see next 
chapter), the learning processes are relational, embodied, peer-to-peer, and 
contribute to skills development and the personal growth of those involved in 
national and international activities as well as others at community and 
federation level. Pedagogically, a global presence means that strategies for 
change and learning approaches can be sourced nationally and 
internationally, and the international movement is able to practise a diverse, 
democratic, approach to learning. 
The broadening circles of involvement – from home, settlement, to national 
and beyond – is a demonstration of spatial geographies (Soja, 2000) and 
spatial justice (Soja, 2009). For federation members, these realms of 
involvement are linked, so that involvement in one level leads and contributes 
to involvement at another level and back again. In their assertive interactions 
with the municipality and with federation members’ involvement in global 
national forums, informal settlement dwellers are eliciting a different, 
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emerging approach to planning and participation as well as the re-shaping of 
the dynamics of power between settlement dwellers, the municipality and 
others. 
This chapter highlights the importance of internal, national network structures 
for the federation, both at an internal level (developing participatory 
democracy, skills development, solidarity) and in terms of external impact by 
providing a structure that is member owned and directed, but still able to 
interact with and impact on other national entities. 
International level interactions, particularly the involvement of members in 
international forums, are reconfiguring settlement dwellers as those who can 
‘speak to the centre’ rather than dwelling on the periphery. These 
membership-led interactions have the potential to contribute to a paradigm 
shift, replacing outdated perceptions of slum dwellers as powerless and 
voiceless. In taking on this role, federation members are not ignoring or 
devaluing the real forces against them that contribute to their disadvantage 
and marginalisation, but neither is this role co-option or submission to 
hegemonic forces of globalisation. The settlement dwellers’ involvement in 
international forums is an important manifestation of Mohanty’s global 
solidarity (2003), linked to a global movement from below and linked directly 
back to the activists’ place in the community, their households and their 
personal lives. 
As a coda to Mohanty’s theorising on global feminism, there is no evidence, 
from the research, of an explicit, anti-capitalist critique from the movement or 
federation members. Instead, the movement’s focus and ideology is more 
aligned with claiming space for informal settlement dwellers within the 
capitalist global system, rather than critiquing or completely replacing the 
system. In so doing, communities are not aligning with hegemonic, capitalist 
forces, but are demonstrating an approach built on community level and 
global solidarity. Their approach anticipates and imagines a different place 
for settlement dwellers within the global system. However, this approach is 
still one of resistance (and rebellion), although not direct. In incorporating 
elements of the hegemonic order with older social practices, the work of the 
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communities echoes forms of indirect (and hybrid) resistance from other 
contexts (for example Comaroff, 1985). 
Reflecting on the conceptual framework, a theory of connectedness (what 
happens at global level impacts and is impacted on other levels) enables the 
movement to develop approaches to change that are complementary across 
the various contexts (local to international) of informal settlement dwellers. In 
the process, informal settlement dwellers are also impacting on these 
contexts, by making changes at community level, changing relationships with 
municipalities and also by engaging – and taking their place – at international 
forums. 
Yet some of the critiques raised by Davis, Podlashuc and others remain. In 
short, is this enough? Is the federation and its members really contributing to 
new urban meanings (Castells, 1983), or are these superficial changes in the 
face of globalising forces, which for all intents and purposes seem to be 
increasing levels of informality as well as increasing the disadvantage and 
marginalisation that goes with living in informal settlements? 
At this stage, these remain open questions. The concepts and the work 
presented in this chapter highlight some positive dimensions and point to the 
possibility of more adequate responses to these types of questions. Yet, as 
Soja (2000) and others note, some of these ideas reference emerging and 
liminal changes, changes that might be more anticipated than actual, or 
anticipate a real and imagined metaphysical reality. To adequately respond 
to this question requires an appreciation of the practice of ritual. This will be 
explored through the discussion in the next chapter on Exchanges and in the 
final chapter, where the power of rituals – and their place as a meta-level 
contributor to change – is developed. An adequate response to these types 
of questions also seems to require a deeper understanding of solidarity, one 
that has been initially explored here but that requires the involvement of 
others (including ourselves as part of an even widening circle) to participate 
in the rituals and in the change strategies of the movement. This will be 
explored in the final chapter. 
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CHAPTER 9. EXCHANGES AS EMBODIED LEARNING 
AND RITUALS OF CHANGE 
Exchanges are a unique approach to learning, particularly because of their 
focus on settlement dwellers travelling, sharing and learning from and with 
other settlement dwellers. They are also a fundamental practice within SDI, 
described as ‘[t]he most important vehicle for learning inside SDI’ (Bolnick et 
al., 2008, p. 23). Exchanges therefore offer an opportunity to examine issues 
around learning practices within the movement. A consideration of 
exchanges opens up a discussion on the research sub-question, How do 
informal settlement dwellers understand, learn about change and share their 
knowledge about creating change? Furthermore, as one of SDI’s six rituals,62 
an exploration of exchanges leads to a deeper understanding of the place of 
ritual in federation practices and the implications in answering the overall 
research question, How do people living in informal settlements in Southern 
Africa mobilise to create change at personal, household and community 
levels? It is noted that exchanges were not in the top ten NVivo codes in the 
data analysis; nevertheless, their relevance to the research’s interest in 
learning practices and change, and their potential role as a distinctive, 
counter-hegemonic practice justifies their inclusion here. 
This chapter examines community members’ descriptions of exchanges, and 
highlights how exchanges impact on the lives of informal settlement dwellers 
in three areas: development of personal skills related to creating change; 
personal transformations arising from exchanges; and the contribution of 
exchanges to collective activities, such as savings groups and settlement-
wide processes. The chapter also highlights how exchanges link with and 
build on practices already noted in previous chapters (for example savings, 
settlement-level activities). These findings then lead to an examination of 
how exchanges link with aspects of education theory (what learning 
processes are taking place on exchanges) and social change theory 
(exploring the place of exchanges within broader social structures as well as 
how exchanges operate in non-Western, or indigenous categories).  
                                            
62 Rituals are Savings, Partnerships, Women, Enumeration and Community-Led 
Partnerships. See Chapter 3 for more. 
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Within the conceptual framework of the study which focuses on the 
connections and overlap between theory, context, and approaches, this 
chapter focuses on the two areas of Approaches to Change (concentrating 
on how exchanges contribute to strategies of change and to learning about 
change) and Theory (examining theories which are being used by informal 
settlement dwellers and their contribution back to theory making). 
Finally, the chapter draws conclusions on the place of exchanges in 
contributing to change, noting the links with other chapters’ conclusions. This 
then provides a basis for collating and developing conclusions from this 
chapter and the previous three chapters, which will be presented in Chapter 
10, Discussion and Conclusions. 
9.1 Exchange as ritual 
As noted, exchanges are one of the movement’s six rituals, or the ‘mundane 
customs and practices’ by which poor people help themselves (Bolnick et al., 
2008). Exchanges aim to allow urban poor people to ‘articulate and develop 
their knowledge and understanding of their situation’ (Bolnick et al., 2008, p. 
24) with the new knowledge becoming a collective asset of both the 
federation membership and the support NGO. Through exchanges, slum 
dwellers become ‘urban poor experts’ (Bolnick et al., 2008, p. 25) and 
exchanges focus learning outcomes so that community members are 
equipped to be agents of change, instead of NGO professionals. Hence an 
exchange is designed to ‘develop the capacity within each community to 
plan, manage and develop their development agendas’ (Bolnick et al., 2008, 
p. 23).  
SDI aims for 60% of exchange participants to be women from the 
communities (Bolnick et al., 2008). Exchanges can also involve government 
officials, with the intention that they will see different paradigms of interaction 
between settlement dwellers and municipal officials as well as spend time 
travelling with and relating to community members from their own 
municipality (more on this below).  
Exchanges can be between settlements within a city, between cities in the 
same country or at an international level. Exchanges can involve a visitor 
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teaching the host community, or a delegation going to observe or learn from 
another community. Learning can involve learning a new skill, experiencing 
and learning a particular social process (for example enumeration), or 
learning about new technology (such as composting toilets). Exchanges were 
used to establish both Zambian and South African national federations; 
Zambia through a visit from the Zimbabwe SDI chapter and SA through local 
activists and settlement dwellers visiting Thailand and India.  
Although exchanges were not top-rated NVivo themes, they still emerged 
across data sources: 
• Exchanges were cited as events of significance in Organisational time-
lines: an exchange to India in 1991 as noted in SA, and an exchange 
from Malawi and Zimbabwe in 2004 for Zambia;  
• They appeared in both national federations’ Appreciative Inquiry 
exercises in the initial workshops: DE noting that on international 
exchanges he had been able to ‘go and learn about these 
enumerations, profiling, even mapping’ (DE, male, Z1, English), and 
RS: ‘the other thing that I am proud of is when I was going to Thailand 
on exchange and I was sitting on the plane’ (RS, male, S2, English);  
• They were included in two communities’ Advice for Other 
Communities: ‘You must have unity, patience, hope and prayer, 
knowledge, exchanges... so that you can have good leaders’ – S1, 
and ‘The most important thing is learning exchanges for the 
community. If you just sit in your own community, you won’t know 
about change that’s happening in other communities’ (S3);  
• They were proposed in two communities (S1 and Z1) as Elements of 
change;  
• They were included in one community diary (S1) and four 
communities’ Chosen Photographs of change (S1, S2, Z2, Z3); 
• They were referenced by three communities (S1, S3, Z3) as events of 
significance contributing to change that had taken place over the data 
collection period and were referenced in four personal interviews. 
Previous chapters commenced with an outline of theoretical discussions 
related to the chapter topic; however, as a slight variation in style, this 
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chapter will examine the data first, to establish the links that community 
members noted between exchanges and change, and then use this analysis 
as a basis for reflection on theoretical discussions relevant to exchanges, 
particularly in relation to learning and to the nature of rituals. Firstly, however, 
what community members were saying about exchanges and how 
exchanges contributed to creating change will be examined. 
9.2 Exchanges and practical skills  
The impact of exchanges at a personal level covered two areas: practical 
skills and personal transformation (section 9.4). Firstly, community members 
highlighted a range of skills learnt on exchanges, including practical skills 
related to income generation. In S1, some women had visited arts and crafts 
projects in another province and learnt skills on paper-based jewellery. One 
woman noted ‘they hadn’t thought about using paper’ (PT, female, S1, 
translated) to make jewellery, yet they were now able to sell the necklaces 
they had started to make. After their exchange, they briefed the settlement 
group on their experience, an event recorded on the research camera and 
included as one of the Chosen photos of change for community S1. When 
asked how this photo related to change, she noted that they were now 
‘making things that they didn't value before’ (PT, female, S1, translated).  
Other skills gained on exchange by S1 included horticulture and 
permaculture, drip irrigation systems, co-planting of different species as a 
form of natural pest prevention, and composting. Although some members 
had some permaculture experience, exchanges (to at least three different 
locations) further connected theory and practice. A man noted the link 
between permaculture principles and traditional gardening practices:  
he thought it was a new concept, but when he got into the space, he 
thought ‘so this thing is not new, people have been doing it, but they 
may not be practising it the same way we have been taught’, so it is 
an idea that grows (SX, Male, S1, mixture of English and vernacular).  
Photos from this exchange were among the community’s Chosen photos of 
change, and included a bathtub as a composting bin; glass bottles as garden 
bed edges; drip irrigation pipes, and group members clearing land.  
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Figure 9-1 Participant photo: 'Exchange to NW Cape made him think permaculture 
was a new thing; but realised it already happens in different ways.’  
One Zambian woman (MM, Z2, English) talked of gaining building skills on 
two international exchanges: ‘When I come back I have got a lot of 
knowledge. This house I know’. She commented that she now knows how to 
interact and critically examine and seek remediation on builders’ work on her 
house. In her words, if they react to her reviewing their work, she says, ‘yes I 
know, because I have got something [skills] which have helped me. So, I 
know everything!’ This suggests she now interacts with male artisans in a 
more empowered way.  
Exchanges also contributed to the ritual of savings (refer also to Chapter 6). 
Community members noted exchanges as an opportunity to learn about 
savings schemes, to meet with other women practising the ritual, and to 
evaluate the savings schemes for their own context. Exchange participants 
were positively impacted by seeing women in a similar situation to 
themselves practising the strategies for collective action, self-reliance and 
mutual support that are bound up in savings. As noted in Chapter 6, this 
included adapting songs learnt in another country and introducing them into 
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their own communities, sung as they collected contributions from women 
around the settlement (see Section 7.2). A staff member noted, ‘They’re 
going to build themselves – they are strong women ... So going on 
exchanges teach women how they can help themselves’ (AAA, female, SA, 
English). 
In some discussions, there was a recognition that community saving 
processes were not easy, but that exchanges helped groups both to identify 
solutions to common problems and discuss issues of motivation, 
perseverance or trust. For example, in S1, the savings groups issued 
collectors with T-shirts for ease of identification and profiling in the settlement 
after seeing the practice elsewhere. 
9.3 Exchanges and personal transformation 
Exchanges have a personal impact that goes beyond skills acquisition. One 
woman noted: 
exchange is about sharing knowledge, notions, viewpoints and getting 
to know each other and what those people do and learning from those 
things and learning from people of other cultures and other tribes. 
[I’ve] met people from other countries and have shared with them. 
Sharing information, knowledge and ideas. Back in the days, they 
used to get exchanges from people from Northern parts of Africa, 
learn from them, how did they acquire houses, and how did they do it. 
For them, they didn't know how to ask land from government so learnt 
from the mamas here. It’s positive to have knowledge [and] celebrate 
that SA had money and subsidies and we could celebrate that they 
were getting lots of land. Exchange is about helping others. (RR, 
female, S1, translated) 
RR recognised a role of exchanges that encompassed a sharing of skills, a 
broadening of perspective on possible changes, but also a mutuality of 
celebration, particularly the celebration of being informal settlement dwellers. 
The ability of exchanges to broaden community members’ perspective was 
also raised in Zambia. One person quoted a popular saying from the Bemba 
tribal tradition, ‘Umwana ashenda atasha nyina ukunyaya’, or ‘if you’ve never 
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left home you think your mother is the world’s best cook’ (LL, male, Z3, 
mixture of English and vernacular). This was explained as: 
(It’s) more about interacting with different people ... if you are just 
stationed where you are, you don’t move and interact with other 
people. You’re saying ‘you are the best’, but after interacting, talking to 
different people, sharing with other people, you would definitely know 
even your deficiencies (LL, male, Z3, English) 
A similar comment about a broadening of perspective came from a federation 
member in SA: ‘if you just sit in your own community, you won’t know about 
change’ (OP, female, S3, translated). Both LL and OP’s comments illustrate 
a willingness to expand horizons, reflect on possible improvements and 
current gaps (‘your own deficiencies’), but in a way open to learning from and 
interacting with others. 
However, exchanges are not just a celebration of identity as informal 
settlement dwellers, they can be an opportunity to share mutual struggles 
and overcome isolation. A Zambian staff member spoke about that sense of 
shared struggle: 
[I]t also helps them to see other communities. Beyond their own 
communities, they also see other communities in other countries, how 
they are working to bring about change in their community; to say 
‘okay it’s not just us here who are struggling to get something done in 
our communities, there are even other community members 
somewhere in other countries who are also doing the same’. So it’s 
not like something that is only us who are doing it. (ZZZ, female, staff, 
English) 
This comment responds to Freire’s (1970) analysis about how liberation 
involves the vocation of humanisation, the ‘pursuit of full humanity, [which] 
however, cannot be carried out in isolation or individualism, but only in 
fellowship and solidarity’ (Freire, 1970, p. 66). On exchange, informal 
settlement dwellers are refusing isolation, but actively seeking their own 
solidarity, even as a solidarity of struggle and suffering. 
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A broadening of perspective was not just for community members; 
exchanges influenced government officials. In Freirean terms, the oppressed 
invite representatives of the oppressive bureaucracy to become co-learners 
with them. This is a reversal of typical power dynamics between municipal 
officials and settlement dwellers, since the latter are often threatened by the 
potential of the municipality to affect their livelihood, tenure, or land access. 
Instead exchanges create an arrangement in which settlement dwellers and 
municipal staff co-learn, and municipal officials witness alternative 
approaches and power dynamics. McMichael refers to this process as 
‘recalibrating’ relationships with the municipality (McMichael, 2010, p. 160). 
ZZZ spoke about exchanges’ impact:  
[W]e usually have exposure visits for local authorities here in Zambia 
to go to another country and to learn how the government is working 
with the communities to bring about change in communities. So, it has 
helped us in some way, in terms of (City 1) or (City 2) to some extent, 
even Lusaka, they have gone to learn from other countries, but when 
they came back we have signed MoUs because they have understood 
the whole process from the other countries, they have learnt from the 
other countries. (ZZZ, female, NGO staff member, English) 
Hence, taking municipal and other officials on exchange has the potential to 
change practices and perceptions from the municipality and impact on the 
power dynamic between government officials and settlement dwellers and 
the wider social movement. The experience of exchanges also strengthens 
(familial) relationship between settlement dwellers and municipal officials as 
co-learners and co-creators. Going on exchange assists a relational 
transformation and enables the creation of new spaces for change, 
complementing the other work on partnerships and relationality noted in the 
previous chapter. 
Exchanges involve sequences of events as illustrated by NN, a resident of 
S4 and a national federation leader who had been involved with the SA 
federation since its inception, as well as being involved with other settlement 
movements prior to SDI. The following transcript is presented in length, to 
highlight the depth of NN’s representation in full. She noted,  
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In 2001, I did an exchange to India and it was a totally, mind-changing 
experience, totally, totally ... in the sense that me as a person have 
taken everything for granted. And seeing how the people are living in 
India and they are true to their savings, they are true to their family, 
they're accountable, they’re responsible. Makes me realise, ‘no NN, I 
need to take some of these values with you back home’. So I came 
back, and I came home on Saturday, I will never forget it was the 29th 
August. And as I opened my door I was crying, and my eldest son was 
asking ‘Mummy why are you crying?’ I said ‘Child it is a privilege to 
open a door and walk into a house, even it is a shack, it’s a privilege’. 
There are people staying on the street, they are staying on the railway 
lines, they are staying under trees, babies are being born on the 
streets, children are going to school from the streets. ‘And if I must 
stay in this position where I was, the same thing could have happened 
to you. I want to change that’.  
As from there, I spoke to my husband and my kids and asked for their 
support to help me broaden this organisation and lead this 
organisation. I had their full support. We started savings progressively 
as a family, in order to build a house. We built this house for 10 years, 
it is not finished yet, we are still going ...What carries me through all 
these years is the fact that I have the full support of my husband and 
my children and the full support of my savings group...  
The main thing why I am proud of myself, wasn't it for that exchange 
and wasn't it for those leaders who brought that hope to me, to this 
community. And you think back afterwards to follow up, did you make 
something of it? ...But today I have earned respect a lot. In this block 
where I am staying, these people see me as a leader and they 
accepted me, they come in and out, even though I am not at home. 
They come in, they can share their stories, their grievances, ask for 
leadership, ask for guidance and I am pleased to be of assistance. 
That’s my story. (NN, female, S4, English) 
NN’s personal narrative involves a number of phases. Firstly, there is an 
initial relocation, which involves significant travel, the sense of being 
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empowered and trust to take this trip (referenced by a number of informants), 
and the shock of a different context. Other subsequent stages include: a 
major self-realisation (‘totally mind-changing’); the onset of deep emotions; 
initiative at family level; the gaining of respect, and initiatives related to (self-
acknowledged) leadership. Of note is the contrast of this practice, which 
sends informal settlement dwellers as learners and agents of 
change/leadership/teaching, with the pattern that can exist in international 
NGOs63 whereby only senior or technical staff are entrusted with international 
capacity-building opportunities, which are very rarely offered to people 
considered as project beneficiaries. 
MM, a federation leader and resident of Z2, also spoke of the personal 
impact of exchanges. She noted her involvement in the federation, 
participation on exchanges and subsequent changes that included going 
back to school and improving her house: ‘This federation, I went [to] so many 
places, because that time, I wasn’t known any place, but now – (City A), I 
went through federation, (City B), I went through federation, (City C), I went 
through federation, [on an] exchange to learn’ (MM, female, Z2, English)  
She went to Zimbabwe in 2010 and Namibia in 2011. She commented ‘when 
I come back I have a lot of knowledge ... now I know everything!’ She noted 
that after the exchange to Zimbabwe, she went back to primary school as an 
adult learner: 
Now I want to see my future, because I was going to school, yeah, I 
was going to school from 2010. I started 2010 in Grade 1, I learnt for 
three months, he pushed me to Grade 3 ... In 2011, I went to Grade 6, 
by July they said ‘no she should move to go to Grade 7, so that is why 
I went to Grade 7, to write Grade 7. I passed, I have the paper 
showing that this woman has passed to go to Grade 8.  
The following year she did not enrol in school because of family 
commitments. She continued, 
But I remember! One time I will go back to school, because it’s my 
future. When I stayed with somebody I was just looking, not 
                                            
63 At least from my 25 years’ experience within international NGOs. 
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understanding anything, I was not speaking English. When somebody 
[was] speaking I was saying ‘what did he say?’, so I was looking like I 
am not a person ... to just call somebody to tell me ‘what did he say?’ 
so that is why I said ‘No, I want to go to school’.  
When she finishes Grade 9 she wants to start her own school: 
I’ll make something which is good to me... If you are a big woman, you 
can say ‘come to take the children’ but if you don’t know English you 
can’t keep the children in a school... Because I have something which 
has helped me, so I know everything. So from that time [until] now, I 
didn’t go anywhere because I am busy to school, I want to finish my 
school. When I finish my school, I’ll feel pride. (I think you have pride 
now). Yeah but I am proud but I want to reach what I want! I want to 
start working in myself, a big work. (MM, female, Z2, English) 
MM’s narration follows a similar sequence to NN, recounting shock (see 
below), determination, and personal/family initiatives. Although she did not 
reference her leadership role, she had become a significant movement 
leader. After the interview, she showed the various rooms (including 
bedrooms, lounge room, kitchen), pointed out the electricity connection and 
electrical appliances, the areas which had been extended, the change from 
two to eight rooms, and the future plans for ceiling board and plaster. She 
conveyed a determination to finish her house, finish her schooling, and start 
her own school. All of this is redolent of bell hooks’ (1990) argument that 
women of colour have been able, within the context of racism, to make 
domestic space a site for organising and resistance, one in which ‘black 
people could strive to be subjects, not objects’ (hooks, 1990, p. 78). 
In both interviews, the women offered evidence of their personal 
transformation. This transformation is not just from exchanges, since there 
are many overlapping factors, but there is a direct link between participating 
on exchanges and the changes these women brought to their lives. This link 
is apparent in NN’s interview, where the visit to India, and the experience of 
meeting people who live on the streets, was a catalyst for her to take on 
more leadership in the federation. As she said, ‘it was a totally mind-changing 
experience, totally, totally.’  
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In both cases, the exchanges led the women to develop new, personal goals. 
For both, there was a personal ambition to improve the family home, through 
savings and federation loans. NN noted that this arose from comparing her 
situation with what she saw on exchange with the pavement dwellers and her 
sense of ‘privilege’ about what she did have, which motivated her for further, 
personal action.  
Personal drive led MM to return to school, a significant undertaking for an 
adult Zambian woman. She noted that this step was driven by both a 
perceived deficit (‘looking like I was not a person’ and having to ask someone 
to translate English for her) as well as a personal ambition (‘When I finish my 
school, I’ll feel pride ...I want to reach what I want!’). 
Although both women had some involvement as national leaders, the India 
trip particularly inspired NN to take on a greater role. She noted how her visit 
to India changed her views on the development work of the SA movement. 
She came back to the SA movement with a message and a change agenda:  
The way you think of development, that's not the way and I am going 
to mobilise the communities on the same basis as Mahila Milan (the 
Indian federation). In India, the first thing that I saw was the structure. 
Mahila Milan was and still is the movement run by the women. The 
NSDF was the men's component (National Savings Development 
Forum) ... and SPARC was the NGO of those two.  
Then the second thing that I saw was the way of working, the trust, 
that was outstanding for me and how the women and men took 
initiative to push their development and their development was mainly 
on loans and housing. So I brought back those ideas and I said to (the 
organisation) I want to change the methodology, just give it a boost 
and I did so. (NN, female, S4, English) 
The exchange experience, although confronting, can act as a catalyst for 
deep, personal transformation as highlighted for both NN and MM. The 
change precipitated had a personal basis, but in both cases extended into 
leadership roles at community and national federation levels. The two 
examples also highlight the role of informal settlement dwellers as leaders in 
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the wider federations. In NN’s case, this led to her taking the initiative in re-
structuring the national federation’s approach to mobilising and change. Such 
a role for an informal settlement dweller, on the basis of a vision seeded by 
her experience in another country, is again a contrast to the roles typically 
permitted by international NGOs to project beneficiaries. Typically, in NGOs, 
strategy development and organisational restructuring is the domain of senior 
executives and governance boards. 
9.4 Exchanges and community change initiatives 
Apart from skills development and personal transformation, the ritual of 
exchanges plays a role in supporting community level change, highlighting 
here by two examples, local water and sanitation projects and community 
enumeration. 
Community Z1 recounted their development of a community initiative after an 
exchange to a Kenyan community that shared similar over-crowding and 
space restrictions. On return from the exchange, they identified problematic 
household sanitation: ‘we carried out an enumeration survey in [Z1] which 
revealed that a lot of people especially when it comes to toilets, we have 
families 17 of them are using one toilet’ (DE, male, Z1, English). There were 
also a number of sub-standard dwellings with families lacking funds to 
maintain or improve their homes. Using lessons from Kenya, the group 
developed two credit programs, one to improve household sanitation using 
ecosan64 toilets, and the second to fund basic building materials for home 
improvements. In both cases, loans were provided on the basis of an initial 
small deposit raised by the householder. Local federation members promoted 
the scheme in the settlement and were involved in collecting contributions for 
the deposit before construction could start.  
                                            
64 Eco-san toilets are low flush, important where water is limited and expensive. They require 
less space and do not contaminate ground water (Gupta, 2014). 
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Figure 9-2 Participant photo: ‘because people in this compound build their houses 
since 1962, some don’t even have floor or plastering, but now they are happy becuase 
they will manage to put in floor or plastering. Now that is why there is change. Women 
are collecting the cement.’ 
The link between exchanges and sanitation was also raised in S3, where the 
group presented photos of ecosan toilets seen on exchange as an example 
of change in their community. As one man noted, ‘it was an information 
exchange, just to change our paradigm in terms of getting to know how the 
dry sanitation would look like’ (XY, male, S3, English). These toilets would be 
introduced as a community sanitation block, with other photos identifying the 
proposed location of the block. The photos of the toilets from the exchange 
were shown to other community members to familiarise them with their 
appearance and use and a photo of the toilets was included in the 
community’s Chosen photos. What emerged from these stories was the 
place of an exchange as a learning forum. Informal settlement dwellers could 
learn new ideas themselves, evaluate them in terms of their applicability to 
their own context (not just external experts), and then have the responsibility 
to teach others. In the process, they created change and initiated self-
directed community improvements. 
Exchanges provide significant support for the SDI practice of enumeration, 
with enumerations noted as an SDI ritual (Chapter 3) and an approach that 
creates a ‘space for change’ at settlement level (Chapter 8). For SDI, 
enumeration and community profiling redress the inadequacies associated 
with formal planning and data collection processes, and encourage 
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community-led processes that place detailed, strategic community 
information in the hands of community members themselves.  
The study demonstrates a link between exchanges and enumeration, with 
examples of federation members visiting other communities in order to bring 
back and share learnings on settlement enumeration and profiling with their 
own community. On exchanges, federation members learn specific skills 
associated with enumeration, including: the use of Global Positioning System 
(GPS) devices to map settlement structures, survey techniques, and 
settlement profiling processes that provide an overview of the township. 
Enumerations are also one area where the federation is actively engaging 
young people in the settlements, who become engaged in data collection 
processes (S3, Z1). 
Exchanges also allow learning about social processes associated with 
enumeration. Examples noted include processes designed to help those 
most affected by possible changes and creating forums involving other 
settlement dwellers about possible future changes. Hence, as one woman65 
noted, 
People were not happy before they move, just because they didn't 
know where they would go, then but by time they move already they 
become happy, because they saw what they were moving for. (Who 
convinced them?) I can say it’s the members of the community, some 
of them. Also CORC [the support NGO] and the municipality, they also 
took them to some people that they already changed, to exchange ... 
to see how do we do those things that those people do?’ (TX, female, 
S3, English) 
As noted, the municipality was involved in these exchanges, so that 
municipal officials experienced, with the community members, how 
enumerations took place in other municipalities/communities and developed 
a more practical understanding of the processes and benefits of 
enumerations. 
                                            
65 As noted in Chapter 8, S3 moved homes out of the watershed of a local farmer. 
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Exchanges also provide a glimpse of future change, to be shared with their 
community. TX spoke about her vision for the community:  
I'd like to see [S3] to be re-blocked like other sections/settlements... 
(What difference would that make?) Talk to the people to understand 
exactly what is re-blocking. So they can understand and see, so we 
can just do it in a right way. When I saw other settlements already re-
blocked, but this one is not re-blocked already. If I can just see those 
open space, those near-toilets for the disabled, and old people, they 
can walk at night, then it's easy, I can be happy for that. (TX, female, 
S3, English) 
Exchanges are thus a key step in learning the ritual of enumeration; they 
provide a powerful experiential learning process (‘how do we do those things 
that those people do?), contribute to municipal partnerships, and support a 
vision for the future of the settlement. 
9.5 Exchanges, pedagogies and theories of social change 
The practice of exchange, as examined in this research, links with education 
theory (the learning processes and pedagogical structures involved in 
exchanges) and social change theory (the place of exchanges within broader 
social structures as well as how exchanges operate in non-Western, or 
indigenous categories). Exploring both elucidates the theoretical approach of 
how settlement dwellers create community change, as well as engage with 
the research sub-question on how settlement dwellers learn about change.  
Firstly, on education theory, the practice of exchanges speaks to Freire’s 
notions of problem posing education and conscientisation, as well as the link 
to local traditions of knowledge (including kwimenya). On exchange, 
participants are active subjects, engaged dialogically with other settlement 
dwellers and with government officials, and undertaking praxis as a process 
of action, reflection and learning (Eyerman & Jamison, 1991). The 
pedagogical approach of exchanges echoes Freire’s view of conscientisation 
as a process that fosters self-affirmation and seeks liberation – not as a 
patronising gift which reinforces oppression – through self-endeavour, 
‘intervening critically in the situation which surrounds them’ (Freire, 1970, p. 
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49). NN’s description of her experience speaks to conscientisation. She 
travels, sees the context of SDI members in Mumbai, draws conclusions 
about her life and embarks on a radical course of action, which eventually 
impacts on the wider federation and her family and personal life.  
The exchange approach to learning is the antithesis of the banking model of 
education, since on exchange, settlement dwellers are not passive recipients 
and the unquestionable authority of a teacher (pre-eminent in the banking 
model) is absent. Instead, there is peer-to-peer learning, in which fellow 
federation members are teachers, sharing experience and insights, and also 
sharing a common identity as informal settlement dwellers learning together. 
The process of exchange allows informal settlement dwellers to unlearn 
dominant discourses – about apparent lack of rights, skills, power – in order 
to learn new, liberating discourses (Foley, 1999). 
Exchanges encompass principles of embodied learning, conceptualised as 
‘learning processes that involve affect, emotions, and the body’ (Drew, 2014, 
p. 83). Embodied learning approaches address the imbalance of cognitive 
and rational learning approaches by providing meaningful experiences that 
actively engage the body in the process of learning (Stolz, 2014). Embodied 
learning recognises that skills development, particularly skills involving 
physical practice, is more than the personal acceptance of knowledge; it is a 
‘physical, neurological, perceptual, and behavioural change’ (Downey, 2010, 
p. S35). Learning becomes inscribed in the bodies of informal settlement 
dwellers in the exchange process (Pettit, 2016).  
Embodied learning approaches also contrast with the colonial ‘banking model 
of education’, as critiqued by Freire (1970). Whereas the banking model is 
predicated on knowledge being poured into the learner as an empty vessel, 
embodied learning is the active, whole-body engagement of the learner in 
which s/he commits to a personal dimension of change, and where learners 
are ‘subjects of the historical process’ (Freire, 1970, p. 158).  
Elements of embodied learning are evident across different aspects of 
exchanges. In the researched communities, a learning exchange involves the 
physical experience of travel as well as the whole-body processes involved in 
witnessing, discussing, trialling new approaches (not to mention singing and 
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dancing), and then teaching others on return to their communities. On 
exchange, in order to develop skills and take on tasks that might previously 
have been seen as unachievable, participants undergo physical, perceptual 
and behavioural change, processes which can continue and even strengthen 
well after the exchange. 
Exchanges link embodied learning and indigenous knowledge systems. 
There is an affinity between these approaches: in the rejection of both mind-
body dualism and the over-emphasis of rationalism, for example Stolz (2014; 
cf. Chilisa, 2012, 2014); and in the recognition of the role of song, dance, and 
rituals as teaching instruments, for example Downey (2010; cf. Moloi, 2013). 
Different knowledge forms (including those that involve physical activity), 
which are particularly important in indigenous knowledge systems, are also 
key components of exchanges. Hence, stories, songs and catchphrases 
learnt in one country become rallying cries or encouragements in settlements 
elsewhere. Learning becomes encapsulated in cultural media rather than 
captured on a page. Ideas and approaches learnt on exchange are not 
typically codified as theories, or rules, and are rarely written down; rather, the 
essence of an idea is expressed orally (sometimes complemented by 
photographs) and then shared with other community members with an 
invitation for further, collective action. A SA staff member commented: 
One of the tools for learning that is used quite a bit is exchanges… it’s 
a bit of a tricky situation to try and understand how exchanges lead to 
changes on the ground, because it’s an informal process, with 
exchanges from community to community, it becomes difficult to 
translate to other people... Because it’s not like other NGOs where 
people come away with a training manual, they basically come on an 
exchange, they look, they see, they get to speak and they get to be 
with people for an extended period of time and that is how thought 
processes begin to change or ideas take shape. But the 
documentation of that process is not an easy thing... people in 
informal settlements, their strength is not writing reports (CCC, male, 
staff, English) 
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In the federation’s exchange programs, there is a learning approach that 
draws together strands from local and indigenous traditions as well as 
adapting practices from other locations (for example the movement in India) 
and learning approaches (some which are specifically Freirean). It is multi-
faceted and incorporates diverse influences. Responding to the research 
sub-question How do informal settlement dwellers understand, learn about 
change and share their knowledge about creating change?, exchanges play 
a critical role in this learning process, by offering a learning approach that is 
embodied, linked to indigenous epistemologies and that enables settlement 
dwellers to be subjects, learners and teachers.  
Exchanges also relate to social movement theory. Firstly, they appear to be 
counter-hegemonic. Freire argues that oppressors maintain hegemony 
through subordination, bureaucratic repression and through efforts to portray 
problems as localised; in other words, as a feature of a specific community 
rather than a part of a greater totality (Freire, 1970). However, SDI members 
refuse to be dismissed as just localised problems. Instead they connect up, 
linking across cities and national boundaries, and create space for solidarity, 
so that the movement’s practices present an alternative to existing powers 
and structures, since the movement has its own model of praxis, approach to 
learning, and a sense of unity that stretches across continents. 
In Gramscian terms, settlement dwellers are ‘organic intellectuals’ (Gramsci, 
1972, p. 6) within the movement. Those on exchange are undertaking the 
work Gramsci assigned to this new form of intellectuals, since each person is 
involved in ‘active participation in practical life, as constructor, as organiser, 
‘permanent persuader’ and not just a simple orator’ (Gramsci, 1972, p. 10).  
Returning to Chilisa’s (2012) guidance about centring knowledge, it can be 
argued that these sites of adult learning are being returned to their rightful 
place within the communities, and are not controlled by experts outside 
settlements. Beck and Purcell add that exchanges are ‘attempts to break the 
hegemony of the professional expert... that people are experts in their own 
lives’ (Beck & Purcell, 2013, p. 113).  
The approach of exchanges witnessed in the research highlights the 
possibility of a different power relationship, one in which slum dwellers are 
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not ‘domesticated by charity’ (Freire, 1970, p. 138), but exert their own claims 
including their right to the city. The linking of exchanges and enumeration 
mirrors informal settlement dwellers’ involvement in international forums 
(noted in Chapter 8), in that settlement dwellers are speaking from the 
periphery (the settlement) to the centre (the municipality); furthermore, they 
present an alternative approach (in how they map settlements and propose 
re-blocking) that has its own power and legitimacy (Muller & Mitlin, 2007). 
 
 
Figure 9-3 Participant photo: 'When the municipality doesn't pick up the solid waste, 
for quite some time they take these photos and send it to them to ask "Why?"' 
As a further aspect of their counter-hegemonic nature, learning exchanges 
are democratic and peer based. There is a willingness to share knowledge 
freely, both between settlements and with partners such as municipalities. 
New knowledge is not hoarded or accumulated by an individual, but is 
passed on freely; a process of cascading that occurs within and beyond 
communities. In this cascading approach, there appears to be an economy of 
abundance; learning is not privatised, but is in the public domain, something 
to be shared within the context of a relationship of belonging.  
In social movement theory terms, exchanges are examples of Tilly’s 
repertoires of contention (Tilly, 1978, 1981; Tilly & Tarrow, 2015), which, as 
noted in Chapter 2, are focused on announcing and broadcasting the agenda 
of a social movement, persuading or moving authorities, and generally 
changing relationships between players (Tilly, 1999). The work of the 
repertoire is seen in the processes involved in taking municipal authorities on 
exchange. Through exchanges and the follow-up processes, the movement 
251 
is contending to the municipality that relationships, recognitions and policies 
towards settlements and settlement dwellers need to change.  
The repertoire of contention of an exchange also impacts on exchange 
participants. They gain a perspective on alternative power relationships and 
on their own potential role as leaders in the movement (as seen for both NN 
in South Africa and MM in Zambia), and are exposed to new repertoires or 
performances developed in other places, which are brought back, shared and 
developed in their own context. This adaptation and diffusion of ideas is a 
core social movement process, allowing the spread of repertoires of 
contention and promoting innovation between diverse participants (Tarrow, 
2011).  
However, both SDI and the research communities do not use the language of 
repertoire, referring instead to exchanges, as well as savings and other 
practices, as rituals. This is an important distinction, as the language of ritual 
builds on the nature of repertories, but with some important developments. 
Driver (1991) argues that there is a deep human longing for ritual and that 
ritual has a significant role to play in social, political and religious life. He 
argues that longings for ritual and freedom need to be brought together, and 
notwithstanding their possible misuse, ‘rituals’ power to do good is 
indispensable’ (Driver, 1991, p. 8). For Driver, there is a link to change, in 
which there is the possibility to ‘assist the dynamic of social change through 
ritual processes of transformation’ (Driver, 1991, p. 166), particularly for 
those with little social power. Rituals then provide an opportunity for those 
without it to find a source of power that can assist in seeking liberation and 
freedom.  
Rituals align with indigenous epistemologies; indigenous knowledge scholars 
note how rituals act as forms of knowledge, and that recognising and 
reclaiming ritual can act as a form of resistance (for example Chilisa & 
Ntseane, 2010). They are celebrations of common heritage (Pitts, 2012) and 
contain important nuances that are not always obvious to outsiders (Louis, 
2007). Rituals are anticipatory, precursors of a future reality different from 
existing circumstances (very important for settlement dwellers); but they also 
contribute to the possibility of this future being realised (Driver, 1991) in that 
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they are transformational and generate new ideas, images and models that 
were perhaps unknown before (Bushe, 2011).  
The ritual of exchange provides a space in which shared identity, common 
heritage, and aspects of communal performance can lead to an opening up 
of new opportunities for personal and communal change, which can be seen 
as a form of liminality. Driver notes that ritual, religion and action for liberation 
all operate in liminal space, in the cracks of the real world, and ‘construct 
alternative worlds, nourishing themselves with imaginative visions’ (Driver, 
1991, p. 80). In this perspective, ritual is an anticipatory expression of a new 
social reality, something noted in Chapter 6 in settlement dwellers’ 
experience of the ritual of savings. This opening up of the future is 
particularly displayed by NN’s experience in visiting India on exchange and 
being inspired to create new personal and organisational opportunities.  
The language involved here suggests that exchanges as ritual may also be a 
recognition of the place of mystery. Although mystery is not an easy topic for 
academic research, the notion of mystery aligns with indigenous people’s 
understanding of broad ranging relationships, noting that relationships can 
include relationships with land (Tuhiwai Smith, 2012), ancestors, and spirits 
(Chilisa, 2005). To speak of these broad ranging relationships resonates with 
the recurring theme of ubuntu-ism and contrasts with Cartesian scientific 
rationalism, since ubuntu-ism also promotes collectivism, healing and an 
awareness of connection beyond the material and tangible world. Mystery, 
and its connection to ritual and how change happens for informal settlement 
dwellers, will be explored in more detail in the next chapter. 
9.6 Conclusions 
As can be seen, exchanges relate to a tapestry of theory and practice related 
to change: 
• Exchanges develop skills in areas related to settlement dwellers’ daily 
practices (for example income generation, gardening, savings); 
• Exchanges provide a basis for inter-community linkages, 
strengthening a sense of solidarity and a sharing of struggle and of 
communal practices; 
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• Exchanges lay the foundation for different power relationships with 
local government officials, thus impacting on settlement level change; 
• Exchanges lead to personal transformational change and contribute to 
confidence, courage and triggering of leadership initiatives; 
• The learning approach of exchanges is embodied, democratic, linked 
to indigenous epistemologies, and enables settlement dwellers to be 
subjects, learners and teachers; 
• Exchanges are counter-hegemonic in which settlement dwellers are 
organic intellectuals; 
• Exchanges can be seen as a repertoire of contention, but in the SDI 
term of ritual there are stronger elements of indigenous 
epistemologies and liminality and a recognition that rituals have a 
power to shape and contribute to the creation of a new, future reality.  
In summary, exchanges allow informal settlement dwellers to participate in 
unique learning experiences that anticipate a different reality and that support 
new initiatives related to personal and communal levels of change.  
In reference to the conceptual framework introduced in Chapter 2, the 
chapter has examined exchanges’ role as an approach to change, focusing 
on exchanges as a ritual that invites participation and empowers settlement 
dwellers, as well as being a powerful form of learning. However, the study 
demonstrates the movements’ impact on theory, since exchanges clarify the 
nature of rituals, and also progresses our understandings of their educational 
significance as pedagogical practices which combine conscientisation, 
embodied learning, and post-colonial approaches to knowledge. 
The last four chapters have examined the data emerged from the research 
project in four domains: Savings (Chapter 6), culture and change (Chapter 7), 
levels of engagement (Chapter 8), and this chapter on the role of exchanges. 
Each chapter notes particular thematic conclusions relating to the overall 
research question How do people living in informal settlements in Southern 
Africa mobilise to create change at personal, household and community 
levels? with the two sub-questions: 
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1. What approaches are used by individuals and groups in informal 
settlements in Southern Africa in their efforts to create positive 
changes at personal, family and community levels? 
2. How do informal settlement dwellers understand, learn about change 
and share their knowledge about creating change?  
Reviewing those four chapters, the specific responses to the research 
questions are clear. Informal settlement dwellers mobilise to create change in 
the following ways: (1) engage in saving groups; (2) draw on their own and 
other cultural traditions to affirm, admonish, encourage, teach and direct 
personal and communal change; (3) engage at multiple levels (personal 
through to international), and connect these levels as a means of 
consolidating and driving change; and (4) go on learning exchanges to learn 
and share ideas, to change power relations with the municipality, and draw 
on the solidarity and identity which comes from exchanges.  
However, although these responses are important, are of practical value to 
settlement dwellers, and derive directly from the research, they are 
functional. Notwithstanding the interpretive paradigm, which focuses on the 
subjective meaning of informal settlement dwellers’ efforts for change and 
which rejects the notion of universality of findings, it is possible to answer the 
research question at another level, one which explores responses beyond 
the findings listed above. The final chapter examines the common themes 
underpinning these more instrumental findings. Of particular interest is the 
role of agency, hybridity, connectedness and ritual in relation to social 
change, themes that have been noted at different points within the findings 
from Chapters 6 through 9, but that will be made more explicit and further 
explored in the next chapter. Issues beyond the how of change – specifically 
the effectiveness of the movements’ approaches to it – will also be examined. 
Chapter 10 includes a reflection on the research methodology, given the 
research’s interpretive and decolonising approaches, including the tensions 
involved; or, how well did the study and analysis reflect the principles of the 
chosen methodology? 
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CHAPTER 10. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
This chapter brings together the theoretical guidance, the research 
methodology and the research findings to develop theoretical and pragmatic 
implications arising from this research project. As noted at the conclusion of 
the previous chapter, the study finds that informal settlement dwellers create 
change by: (Chapter 6) joining savings groups; (Chapter 7) drawing on 
culture to drive change; (Chapter 8) engaging at multiple levels of change; 
and (Chapter 9) using exchanges as a pedagogical tool to learn about and 
disseminate change. Summary information about each of these chapters is in 
Section 10.2, which presents the responses of informal settlement dwellers 
on to how to create change.  
However, Section 10.3 provides a different level of analysis, to go beyond the 
representations of the research participants and seek themes that underlie 
the responses in the findings chapters. It will be argued that the underlying 
four themes are agency, connectedness, hybridity and ritual, and that these 
have applicability for other contexts and provide a point of reference for other 
communities seeking change, particularly because of their connection with 
the subjective meaning of social actors. The place of the themes in the 
research’s conceptual framework will also be explored. 
Section 10.4 revisits the five theoretical disciplines of the literature review to 
highlight how these theoretical contributions have been used within the study 
and to highlight where the study contributes back into the debates in the 
disciplines. Section 10.5 reflects on the research’s methodological approach 
and comments on the research’s contribution to the broader question of How 
to Create Change. Finally, an epilogue connects back to the prologue of 
Chapter 1. 
10.1   Summary of Findings 
The first findings chapter, Chapter 6, examined the role of savings in 
effecting change for informal settlement dwellers (ISD), noting that savings 
was the most prominent code in the research data. The study found that, for 
community members engaged in saving programs, SDI’s ritual of savings has 
a positive impact in terms of asset accumulation and economic development, 
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allowing them to ‘fight poverty in the home’. Savings – as a change strategy – 
is aligned with an approach that claims a place for informal settlement 
dwellers within existing economies, rather than seeking a new economic 
order. Although this might be seen as capitulation to the existing hegemony, 
this approach reflects the stated desires and agendas of the saving group 
members – it is what they want – and is aligned with the movement’s general 
approach of partnership and co-operation. 
The ritual of savings has other personal and communal benefits, including 
developing relationships of trust, local co-operation and mutual-support. The 
women involved in the study argued that being in a savings group changed 
relationships. These relationships counteract the alienating aspects of 
informal settlements and bring women (in particular) into familial 
relationships, relationships that support the agency of women in claiming a 
collective space for themselves: ‘it’s about collecting people and collecting 
problems which will bring us together’ (MM, female, Z2, English). Savings 
groups also manifest elements of ubuntu-ism in which the personal and the 
communal are equally prominent, so that savings is never just a singular, 
personal agenda. Lastly, savings supports leadership and personal 
development agendas linked to change, allowing women to develop a 
growing awareness of their skills, potential and leadership abilities, and 
opening opportunities for them to take on broader change-related roles. The 
findings on savings contribute back to the debate on microfinance by 
highlighting the importance of subjective perspectives in the debate, 
particularly how savings link with other change strategies (personal to 
national, tangible and intangible) and need to be seen within a broader 
approach to change-making. The study also affirms the place of community 
savings programs, which keep control of local programs at a group and 
settlement level.  
Chapter 7 explored the links between culture and change. The chapter 
highlights that community groups and the wider movement used elements of 
‘indigenous’ culture to support change agendas, including teaching, 
challenging, encouraging and strengthening unity within groups and within 
wider settlement communities. However, the use of culture was quite flexible, 
with groups and individuals borrowing aspects of different African and other 
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cultures in seeking change, as well as recognising that some aspects of 
traditional culture could inhibit change and needed to be revised. Underlying 
this approach is a common representation of the importance of local initiative 
and responsibility – ‘we can achieve a lot when we come together’ – which 
gives a flexibility to move beyond fixed cultural categories.  
Culture was always seen as a flexible tool. This flexibility was particularly 
apparent in the practical, synthetic approach to religion evident in the data. In 
summary, informal settlement dwellers use culture in support of their change 
strategies and sometimes also work to change aspects of culture itself. 
Chapter 8 considered the levels of engagement within the movement, noting 
the various strategies focused at personal/family levels but focusing, for the 
purpose of more detailed findings, on community/municipality, regional, 
national and international level strategies. The prioritisation of work at 
municipal level suggests the possibility of a re-ordering of power 
relationships, one that can encompass co-operation as well as confrontation 
at times. Yet, even in conflict, settlement dwellers are in relationship with the 
municipality: ‘you have to work with them ... as your mother and father’. 
Nevertheless, within the context of this relationship, there is an active 
claiming of the right to the city, and a refusal to accept an imposed view of 
people in settlements as superfluous or powerless. By engaging in 
settlement-level activities, informal settlement dwellers are working for a 
change in their status with respect to the municipality, not by ignoring the 
place of the municipality but by seeking to change power relationships. 
More generally, Chapter 8 highlights the linkages in change strategies from 
personal to international levels, with examples from the data of women who 
had made the transition from personal savers to international leaders, thus 
highlighting a role for people in informal settlements (the periphery) in 
engaging with international forums (the centre). The study highlights the 
importance of different network structures in linking these different levels of 
engagement and cross-learning. The movement’s capacity to work at diverse 
levels highlights both spatial geographies and spatial justice, and anticipates 
and speaks to a new manifestation of relationships and structures in cities. 
Change thus has liminal, anticipatory qualities. 
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Change strategies can never be considered in isolation at just one or two 
levels (for example, just personal or group change), but need to be seen 
within the context of the connections existing between all levels, with 
opportunities for development, learning and identity work transferred through 
and between levels. Through the social movement and in other forums, 
personal savers become international leaders, and reciprocally, international 
ideas and identity are brought back, learned and applied to local groups. In 
summary, informal settlement dwellers create change by working across 
multiple levels. 
Chapter 9 examined the ritual of Learning Exchanges. Exchanges contribute 
to skills development and idea dissemination; they strengthen inter-
settlement linkages and support informal settlement dwellers’ identity and 
sense of belonging within local and international networks. Exchanges lay the 
groundwork for the change in power dynamic between municipal officials and 
settlement dwellers through the co-participation of both groups in exchanges. 
Exchanges contribute to personal empowerment, laying the foundation for 
emerging leaders to develop skills, opportunities and confidence to move into 
leadership roles – or, as one leader stated, ‘I want what I want’.  
Exchanges reflect Freirean ideals of conscientisation and problem-posing 
learning and are counter-hegemonic, highlighting settlement dwellers as 
organic intellectuals, and ensuring that expertise belongs to the settlement 
dwellers – not development professionals. Learning exchanges reflect 
indigenous approaches to knowledge and learning because of their 
embodied, democratic approach, the focus on conscientisation and their 
creative use of cultural knowledge forms. More than being repertoires of 
contention, they highlight the powerful conceptual elements of the notion of 
ritual, which invites participation in an embodied form in a new, emerging 
reality, anticipated by the ritual act itself. Informal settlement dwellers learn 
about and create change through exchanges. 
10.2   Thematic underpinnings: drivers of change  
As the previous section noted, informal settlement dwellers create change 
through (1) savings groups; (2) use of culture; (3) engaging at multiple levels; 
and (4) using exchanges. This represents the first level of answering the 
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research question – How do people living in informal settlements in Southern 
Africa mobilise to create change at personal, household and community 
levels? – as well as the two sub-questions: 
1. What approaches are used by individuals and groups in informal 
settlements in Southern Africa in their efforts to create positive 
changes at personal, family and community levels? 
2. How do informal settlement dwellers understand, learn about change 
and share their knowledge about creating change?  
The representations made by research participants in these four areas 
highlight their importance and provide clear guidance on how to create 
change. In some respects, they echo Alinsky’s Rules for Radicals (1969); 
they are rules from informal settlement dwellers about how to create change. 
However, the difficulties associated with rules for change has been noted in 
this dissertation; such rules may be of value for the creators, but they tend to 
overlook context, limit flexibility, and have less value for others considering 
how to create change. On their own, these four approaches to change 
(Savings, Culture, Levels of Engagement, Exchanges) function on an 
instrumental level and could benefit from a deeper level of exploration and 
analysis. Are there more thematic responses to the research question that 
would help to illuminate the way informal settlement dwellers mobilise to 
create change? 
There are four themes underpinning the first-level responses of savings, 
culture, levels of engagement and exchanges. These themes are: Agency, 
Hybridity, Connectedness and Ritual. There may be others; however, these 
have been developed for the following reasons.  
Firstly, they are preeminent in the research, and appear explicitly and 
implicitly within its findings. For example, explicitly, Ritual is obviously a key 
term for the movement with both savings and exchanges designated as 
rituals. However, ritual is also implicit in informal settlement dwellers’ use of 
culture and is also part of the approach to levels of engagement, particularly 
since partnerships, enumeration and slum upgrading are all examples of 
rituals and relate directly to the discussion on levels of engagement. 
Likewise, Hybridity emerged explicitly in the findings on culture, but can be 
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seen implicitly in the other chapters: in savings, through the nature of the 
savings groups and the claiming of an entrepreneurial approach within an 
informal setting; in levels of engagement, particularly the hybrid nature of 
community members’ presence in informal settlements within larger urban 
settings; and in exchanges, through the flexible approach to learning 
practices.  
The importance of Agency emerges in settlement dwellers’ approaches to 
savings and is embedded in findings related to culture (Chapter 7) and to 
Learning Exchanges. The agency of settlement dwellers in relation to their 
interaction at different levels (Chapter 8) is also apparent. Likewise, the 
theme of Connectedness can be seen in the trust component of savings 
groups, in celebrations of culture and also in the relationships developed on 
Learning Exchanges.  
Secondly, these four themes add depth to the understanding of how informal 
settlement dwellers create change. They are not necessarily terms used by 
research participants in their representations about how to create change, 
with the obvious exception of the term ‘ritual’, which was specifically 
referenced at different times. However, there were frequent allusions to all 
the themes; for example, the sense of taking initiative (Chapter 8) is a 
manifestation of agency. In general, therefore, the four themes represent a 
collation and meta-analysis of the findings, and an attempt to delve into the 
words and ideas presented by communities.  
The themes of Agency, Hybridity, Connectedness and Ritual will be 
discussed separately below, noting that all four themes are integrated and 
therefore their impact cannot be understood without being aware of how they 
are all contributing parts of a whole. As themes that underpin the way 
informal settlement dwellers mobilise to create change, they may also have 
wider applicability; however, their use in different contexts requires a process 
of adaptive learning, possibly mirroring the approach of learning exchanges 
in the movement. 
In terms of Agency, the importance of the agency of informal settlement 
dwellers is evident in approaches to savings, the use and moulding of 
culture, and in interactions with the municipality. The focus on agency 
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underpins specific activities taking place in communities and across the 
federations. Although there is an awareness of the importance of undertaking 
specific activities and programs (such as savings), it is also apparent that 
these activities would have limited value and impact without an underlying 
shared understanding of, and commitment to, the agency of informal 
settlement dwellers. By themselves, many of the activities described in the 
study are not particularly noteworthy, given that many agencies engage in 
programs around microfinance, housing, and education. However, the 
difference for the researched communities lies in the agency underpinning 
these activities. As a theme, agency encompasses five elements. 
Firstly, there is a collective understanding and shared communication that 
informal settlement dwellers are the drivers of change, a role that places their 
initiative ahead of professional NGO staff, other NGOs and even the 
government. Despite occasional overstatements of the role of settlement 
dwellers (for example downplaying the role of government), the prominence 
given to it is empowering and a contrast to other mobilising approaches, as 
profiled by Arnstein’s ladder of participation (Arnstein, 1969). From the 
research, change only happens if informal settlement dwellers are at the 
forefront of change initiatives, in the process leading and owning the change, 
as well as recruiting others into the change processes. 
Secondly, from the research, agency is a key driver of the movement’s 
organisational structure66. If informal settlement dwellers are to be the drivers 
and principal actors in seeking change, what are the consequences and 
choices involved in supporting and further developing this approach? 
Although critiques of SDI were noted, the research highlights a willingness of 
federation members and NGO staff to engage on structural issues, to seek 
an adequate organisational and membership structure, and to acknowledge 
the tensions implicit in any structural arrangement. The research highlights 
the difficulties of supporting a membership movement and also draws 
attention to the flexibility around structure in different locations and at 
                                            
66 The substantial debate on agency and structure is noted. Discussion on agency versus 
structure for the SDI movement would be a research topic in itself, particularly ideas of 
structure within an African, post-colonial setting. Without ignoring the importance of this 
wider debate, the discussion here focuses on how agency emerges from the research 
analysis and presents as a theme which empowers and assists informal settlement dwellers’ 
efforts for change. 
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different times, evidenced by the organisational developments in SA. This 
suggests that having adequate structures to support agency is unlikely to be 
a one-size-fits-all approach, but requires monitoring, reflection, honesty and a 
willingness to make further changes as required by circumstances and 
individual personalities.  
Thirdly, agency requires democracy within representational structures. 
Mirroring the work taking place at different levels, agency leads to movement 
members being able to exercise democracy and ownership at different levels. 
Not only do representational structures mitigate power imbalances between 
the NGO and the federation, they re-iterate the ontological basis of the 
organisation as a social movement of people whose lives are grounded in 
informal settlements. This does not totally negate the critique of SDI from 
outside noted in Chapter 3, but it does affirm the importance of democratic 
structures within movements. 
Fourthly, agency provides multiple level opportunities. Within the movement, 
agency requires a multi-dimensional organisation, one that seeks to create 
change at different levels (from personal to family, community, regional, 
national, and international). The work at these levels and the active 
leadership of informal settlement dwellers at each level supports the identity 
work for all settlement dwellers, allows the cross-fertilisation of ideas and 
skills, and provides opportunities for movement members to be active at 
these different levels. It is an area that contrasts with the practice of some 
INGOs, which are typically keen to engage community members at 
grassroots levels, but provide limited opportunities for significant participation 
at the national, regional or international level of the organisation. 
Fifthly, agency depends on relationships. It is within the sense of relatedness 
– with other movement members, NGO staff, and local authorities – that 
informal settlement dwellers act. This is the power of community savings 
groups, because they bring people together in mutual self-interest, but also 
provide an opportunity for the development of trust, cooperation, sharing and 
friendship. Out of these groups arise the opportunities for action, community 
organising, representation, enumeration and other activities. 
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The second theme that underpins the approaches to change is an embracing 
of hybridity. Hybridity is apparent in different findings from this research, 
including Chapter 7, which highlighted the creative use of culture in the 
research communities, particularly in embracing local cultural traditions while 
not being bound or confined by them. It is also evident in the flexible 
approach to learning practices (Chapter 9), and in a recognition of the hybrid 
nature of community members’ presence in informal settlements within larger 
urban settings (Chapter 8). It is also a feature of the methodological 
approach of the research project.  
Hybridity celebrates in-betweenness and flexibility. Hybridity provides a 
framework to reject confining and imposed categories of religion, power, 
culture or class. Hybridity supports and develops the theme of agency noted 
above. Hybridity not only celebrates in-betweenness, it rejects fixed 
categories of learning and instead invites new forms of knowledge, including 
trickster knowledge, which can be used to challenge and expose those in 
power. Hybridity recognises that indigenous ideas have a power to resist 
colonisation and the global empire. Hybridity takes the acceptance of a 
dominant reality and twists it to allow for the possibility of new opportunities 
for change. 
Furthermore, hybridity opens up new categories. The embrace of hybridity 
evident in the study means that those who might otherwise be dismissed as 
not-belonging, as being between accepted categories, are instead identified 
as those creating new learning and new categories, and who offer the 
possibility of new realities. Hybridity thus affirms the leadership and authority 
of informal settlement dwellers.  
Hybridity rejects single definitions and instead confirms the multiple identities 
of people living in settlements. Informal settlement dwellers cannot be 
dismissed or defined by their location alone; instead, they claim multiple 
titles, nominating themselves as Africans, family members, leaders, 
movement members, teachers, religious leaders, researchers, organisers, 
business operators, financiers, and community builders.  
Hybridity fosters creativity in developing approaches to change. It provides 
for flexibility in selecting and adapting strategies for change, helps to focus 
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the direction of change according to the expressed interests of informal 
settlement dwellers rather than external authorities, and helps to re-orient 
perspectives so that informal settlement dwellers are initiators and 
authorities, rather than passive recipients of other organisations’ policies and 
programs. 
These positive aspects of hybridity are also reflected in the research 
methodology, in particular in the celebrating and optimising of the insights 
coming from diverse and complementary approaches, while avoiding rigidity 
or over-asserting any claim on a particular methodology. 
Thirdly, in terms of themes, the study demonstrates the importance of a focus 
on connectedness for developing approaches to change. The connectedness 
of informal settlement dwellers, and the impact of these connections on 
change, has a number of dimensions. Firstly, there is the connectedness of 
action, outlined in Chapter 8. As noted under agency, the strategy of working 
at multiple levels supports identity work, allows for cross-fertilisation of ideas 
and skills, and provides opportunities for movement members to take on 
roles in achieving change at different levels. These levels of action are 
mutually reinforcing and contribute to the acknowledgement that change 
requires the inclusion of political, communal and personal dimensions and 
programs. 
Connectedness involves relationships. From the research, connectedness 
relates to the focus on relationality that exists across, within and outside the 
movement. The spirit of ubuntu-ism appears as an active category within the 
movement, and is a dimension promoted and supported in the movement. 
The connectedness of ubuntu-ism is evident in the trust fostered in savings 
groups, the representational forums of the movement, the peer-to-peer 
practices of learning exchanges, the active engagement of municipal 
authorities, and the relationships between federation members and NGO 
staff. It is also evident in the connectedness that settlement dwellers have to 
their own community, reflected in a preference for in-situ upgrades, as well 
as a sense of connection to the greater city (part of a claiming of their right to 
the city), and to cultural connections (identities, traditions and meanings) that 
are part of their context. 
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Connectedness goes beyond the movement. The study highlights an inter-
connectedness beyond the global movement, to a wider audience, including 
ourselves as readers and observers. The ‘I am because we are, we are 
because I am’ extends to us as readers and observers; we are drawn into the 
narrative and change strategies of SDI and its members. This aspect will be 
explored more in Section 10.5 below.  
The fourth theme is the power of rituals. SDI’s rituals are more than a 
program of activities, or a set of rules that will produce change if followed 
assiduously. SDI’s use of the term ritual taps into domains that go beyond 
those considered rational or scientific. Rituals embrace religious, spiritual and 
mystical, as well as performative and anticipatory dimensions. In this respect, 
the connectedness of SDI movement members demonstrates communitas 
(Turner, 1969) more than just community, to see beyond structures of 
community and to focus on a deeper sense of unity that can encompass a 
new, future vision (Westoby & Dowling, 2013). 
Rituals invite participation. In embracing rituals such as exchanges and 
savings, informal settlement dwellers celebrate their achievements and 
identity and invite others into the experience. This is particularly evident in 
savings groups, considered the foundational ritual of the movement. In these 
groups, which meet regularly and tend to follow a set program, women 
participate in greater economic power, but also contribute to mutual support 
and trust, in contrast to patterns of anonymity possible in settlements. Ritual’s 
use of imagination and freedom provides for experimentation and releases 
expressions of love (Driver, 1991). The study highlighted women who were 
invited into savings groups and whose involvement eventually led to a range 
of other actions and initiatives, demonstrating the personal power and 
testimony to the ritual of saving, as well as other SDI rituals. 
Rituals tap into indigenous knowledge forms, with their recognition of the 
power of repetition, communal participation, obvious links to dance, myth, 
stories, and to a celebration of embodied experience. Rituals link to the 
indigenous awareness of the connectedness of all things. Rituals are 
important in learning, because of the use of indigenous knowledge forms, the 
embodied learning involved, the power of repetition, the social dimension 
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they introduce to learning, and the democratic, participatory processes 
undertaken in these rituals. They are thus a key component of how informal 
settlement dwellers learn about change. 
Rituals are also anticipatory in the sense that they contemplate or anticipate 
a different reality. Thus, savings groups are a microcosm of a fairer economic 
system, and learning exchanges anticipate an urban context in which 
informal settlement dwellers’ place is recognised by others, including 
municipal authorities. These experiences of a different reality do not negate 
the difficulties of current realities; however, they do provide a glimpse, or 
foretaste, of an alternative possibility, and in so doing they relativise the 
sense of immutability of existing circumstances.  
However, rituals contribute to the possibility of this new reality. This can be in 
the form of fostering personal motivation, which then empowers people to 
work towards a different future (as evident in different stories from the study). 
However, it can be argued, arising from indigenous cosmologies, that rituals 
have a power beyond that of personal motivation. Rituals recognise agencies 
that affect human destiny, and that can be addressed performatively, 
allowing them to be confronted or invoked as required (Driver, 1991). In this 
perspective, the practice of rituals is liminal, opening up new opportunities 
that come closer to reality through the embodied act of a ritual.  
Agency also links with rituals and how these rituals are developed, shared 
and adapted across the movement. Rituals provide a frame for action, within 
a context focused on the agency of informal settlement dwellers. Although 
rituals may become routinised, lose their power, or become irrelevant to the 
context of informal settlements, movement rituals strengthen and renew a 
sense of identity and reinforce the awareness that movement activities are 
owned by and relevant to movement members and informal settlement 
dwellers. Rituals are thus tools that enable community members to act, to 
express agency and to work towards change. 
Although rituals were not explicitly linked to magic in the data or the 
participants’ narratives, the research does draw allusions to ritual as being in 
the domains of magic and mystery (Driver, 1991), concepts rarely invoked in 
mainstream Western research, but that resonate with indigenous 
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understandings. Such a view of rituals nevertheless complements and 
supports comments on hybridity, since an understanding of hybridity allows 
for the active engagement with the more magical aspects of ritual; at the 
same time, it develops other, non-magical dimensions of ritual, such as 
embodied learning, celebration, personal vision and motivation, and 
performance. In brief, rituals open up the door for change. 
In summary, when considered together, the four themes outlined above 
provide a succinct, deeper-level response to the question How do informal 
settlement dwellers mobilise to create change? The study shows that 
informal settlement dwellers mobilise to create change by joining savings 
groups, using culture proactively, working for change at multiple levels, and 
participating on learning exchanges. However, underpinning and guiding 
these responses, and providing answers at a deeper level, are the themes 
noted above. This allows a further answer to the question How do informal 
settlement dwellers mobilise to create change? In brief, they exercise 
agency, embrace hybridity, recognise and focus on connectedness and they 
participate in, and recognise the power of, rituals. 
Theoretically, it might be possible to see deeper thematic levels within these 
four themes, perhaps levels which speak more to ontological changes for 
informal settlement dwellers. There is scope to explore this, however, it is 
outside the original research question and scope, which are focused on the 
“how of change” for informal settlement dwellers. Thus, it is important to keep 
thematic conclusions aligned with the research question as a deliberate and 
bounded exploration of the deeper levels at which settlement dwellers create 
change. 
Thinking about these responses diagrammatically, and recalling the 
conceptual framework, the responses around savings, culture, levels of 
engagement and exchanges can be thought of as defining the area where 
the three circles of theories, context and approaches intersect, as shown in 
Fig 10.2 below. The themes of agency, hybridity, connectedness and ritual 
can be represented as applicable in a wider context, represented by the grey 
area in the diagram.  
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As such, they represent themes of change that have wider applicability. 
Whereas activities such as savings have significance for informal settlement, 
they may have less value for communities seeking change in other diverse 
contexts. However, the themes that underpin the activity of savings may have 
much wider significance and value. These themes allow for responses that 
move beyond rules-based approaches to change, to capture ideas that will 
have different modes of implementation in different contexts. However, they 
still allow communities seeking change to make use of common principles 
and ideals, while still exploring specific approaches best applied in their own 
contexts. They are a potential resource and guide for any community seeking 
change. 
These themes represent the theoretical and practical offering of informal 
settlement dwellers back into debates about social change. The themes 
encompass aspects of traditional and indigenous knowledge, celebrate 
different forms of relationships, affirm the ownership and leadership of those 
in the community seeking change, and provide flexibility to take and use 
different ideas and approaches, as required in the process of working for 
change. They are a powerful guide, offered by those on the periphery of 
urban life in the developing world, but with a potential to be adapted, learned 
and shared by many others. 
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Figure 10-1 Conceptual framework revisited 
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10.3   Links to Theoretical Traditions 
The key findings and central themes from the study, as outlined in Sections 
10.2 and 10.3, also link back to the theoretical disciplines noted in Chapter 2. 
This section highlights how these theoretical contributions have been used 
and demonstrates how the study contributes back into the debates in the 
different disciplines. 
Sociology and Social Change: The study explored the place of rules and 
theories in creating social change, and whether rules or other formulaic 
approaches to create change can be developed and translated from one 
context into another. The study argued against the validity of developing 
rules, cause-effect relationships or grand theories of change, instead 
focusing on theory as actors’ frames of meaning. As a result, this research 
project has identified powerful and innovative approaches to change used by 
settlement dwellers and underscored the importance of themes, for example 
ritual, that may have been overlooked or relativised by more positivist 
research approaches. Consequently, the study contributes to a 
transformative, social-justice approach, in which other change agendas can 
benefit from the findings and conclusions identified here. 
Furthermore, in following Giddens’ directive to examine actors’ ‘frames of 
meaning’ (Giddens, 2012b, p. 226), the research project incorporated this 
understanding of social change as guidance for its methodology, using an 
interpretive approach in the exploration of subjective, social meaning. 
Social movement theory: The study builds on key concepts in social 
movement theory. Reflecting the theory associated with New Social 
Movements, the study highlights the importance of the link between change 
and identity. This work is undertaken by SDI members and impacts on a 
stronger sense of belonging within small (savings) groups, as well as a sense 
of connectedness and belonging to a wider network that extends to other 
settlements in their city, region, country, and across the world. SDI members 
demonstrate, echoing Freire, a refusal to accept their place as localised 
problems and present instead an alternative, movement-based praxis.  
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Other findings that build on social movement theory include the importance of 
a well-considered organisational structure in support of change agendas, 
reflected in SDI’s arrangement of people’s federations supported by resource 
NGOs. Although there are inherent tensions in this model, it provides a 
mechanism that allows for democratic processes at multiple levels, as well as 
channels for members’ leadership across the movement. This research 
demonstrates settlement dwellers’ representation within the movement, 
highlighting grass-roots ownership, and opportunities for women and men to 
engage in democratic processes from savings groups to international levels.  
The movement’s work also reflects Tilly’s (1978) repertoires of contention, in 
that the movements’ rituals present ‘arrays of performance’ available across 
the movement. However, the idea of rituals appears to extend beyond the 
notion of repertoires proposed by Tilly, and presents the potential for further 
theoretical and practical exploration of the role of rituals in social movement 
theory.  
The research findings interact with theoretical traditions around the place of 
conflict and contention in contributing to change. SDI and community 
members do include conflictual activities within their repertoire; however, the 
movement is focused on seeking co-operation, particularly with 
municipalities. Although this cooperation is viewed by some as co-option and 
a betrayal, this orientation towards cooperation aligns with the stated 
priorities of the movement members, who sometimes described municipal 
officials in familial terms. Generally, informal settlement dwellers want to be 
in relationship with representatives of the state. 
Although the preference is for harmony, the study highlights that settlement 
dwellers remain focused on their own priorities (home improvements, tenure, 
better services) even when opposed by authorities. Settlement dwellers 
demonstrate a willingness and ability to stand against authorities when 
required, and even when the support NGO disagrees. However, informal 
settlement dwellers’ contentious activities against authorities, which could 
include ridicule, marches, and burning tyres, have to be seen in the context 
of a sense of relationship with the municipality and other authorities, echoing 
a form of ubuntu-ism.  
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Urban Studies: Despite the disadvantage of informal settlements and the 
exclusion experienced by settlement dwellers, those involved in the study 
were focused on seeking change and proposing models that focused on their 
initiative and control of change processes. They appear undaunted by the 
forces against them. In this respect, informal settlements dwellers 
demonstrated a belief in their right to the city. When linked to comments 
about democratic involvement within SDI structure, the work of informal 
settlement dwellers can be seen in Lefebvrean terms as pressing for a 
different form of citizenship, in particular re-focusing that citizenship within 
the domain of their local inhabitation and their sense of belonging to their 
informal space.  
However, this citizenship goes beyond the urban. Through participation in 
exchanges and other representational forums, SDI and its members 
recognise linkages between local space, the city, other cities, and other 
contested spaces of belonging. Unlike some property owners, movement 
members acknowledge that they cannot claim exclusive access/right to the 
city, recognising the role of the municipality and engaging in a dynamic 
relationship with local authorities.  
The movement’s work at different levels is eliciting a different approach to 
planning and a re-shaping of power dynamics between planners, 
municipalities, donors and international agencies. They speak to the centre, 
despite their common portrayal of being on the periphery. Given the nature 
and the global dominance of existing power relations, this is an unequal task, 
one which echoes the voice of the trickster hare in speaking to empire, and 
one which may have limited success. However, it is a work of (spatial) justice 
and an imagining of a different reality of equality (post-metropolis). From the 
study, at least at the local level, it is apparent that this work is re-shaping 
relationships and creating more just arrangements between settlements and 
local authorities. 
It is difficult to imagine how this might be extended to influence systems of 
justice at national or global levels. It might be argued that this work on spatial 
justice is anticipatory, a co-mingling of the ‘real and imagined’ (Soja, 2000, p. 
148), and an approach that highlights the liminal nature of rituals, as 
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previously discussed. However, such an approach also elicits the question: Is 
this enough? Despite the justice language, the high hopes of those seeking 
to transform power relationships, is the work being undertaken sufficient to 
make a difference? This issue will also be explored in more detail later in 
Section 10.5. 
Education Theory: The study highlights how the pedagogical approach of 
SDI, particularly in exchanges, exhibits traits arising from Freirean traditions 
while also linking to aspects of social movement learning theory. However, 
the movement’s approach to learning extends beyond these categories, 
because of the active incorporation of indigenous approaches to knowledge 
creation. Indigenous approaches are used creatively and flexibly, drawing on 
other cultural approaches as required to learn skills, disseminate ideas and to 
use exchanges to develop aspects of solidarity, leadership, and relationships. 
Exchanges, as a learning practice, demonstrate the power of peer-to-peer 
learning and demonstrate rituals to be a practice that embodies, teaches, 
shares, and draws others into community.  
Southern Theory: The study demonstrates the importance of including 
indigenous and post-colonial philosophies, cosmologies and epistemologies. 
These elements of local, contextual theory play a key role in creating change 
and lay the groundwork for a cooperative exploration of the subjective 
meaning given by community members to actions and strategies for change. 
Local concepts, particularly ubuntu-ism and contextual equivalents of the 
idea of conscientisation (kwimenya), provide insight into sense-making for 
informal settlement dwellers, with the study highlighting how community 
members use these concepts pro-actively in their change making strategies. 
Yet these approaches are never ossified or locked into fixed cultural 
categories. Instead, movement members exhibit flexibility across cultures, 
demonstrating a hybrid approach as noted. The place of post-colonial and 
indigenous theory will be further discussed in section 10.4, which reflects on 
the research methodology. 
It is also possible to map the thematic underpinnings in Section 10.3 back to 
the five theoretical disciplines reviewed in Chapter 2. Settlement dwellers’ 
creative exercise of agency links to the development of debates in areas 
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such as sociology, since it highlights their use of frames of meaning 
(Giddens, 2012b). Furthermore, agency speaks to debates in social 
movement studies, bringing new understandings to repertoires of contention 
and the importance of movement structures which best allow for the agency 
of settlement dwellers. Similarly, settlement dwellers’ agency speaks into 
Southern theory, highlighting the key role of post-colonial approaches which 
are able to affirm and build on a sense of relational connectedness. 
Likewise, the theme of embracing hybridity links to discussions in the 
theoretical disciplines of social movement theory (the power and relevance of 
identity work in movements) and in urban studies (since settlement dwellers 
are finding opportunities to re-work traditional understanding of their 
peripheral status). Hybridity also speaks into discussions in Southern theory, 
since the research demonstrates how settlement dwellers refuse simple, 
imposed categories and re-work indigenous understandings to create new 
categories of identities. 
The third theme, connectedness, also links to discussions on social 
movement theory (the importance of both identity and relationships within the 
movement and the importance of movement members’ engagement at 
diverse levels in a movement), urban studies (the impact of settlement 
dwellers on right to the city debates) and Southern theory (highlighting the 
place of belonging in epistemological debates). 
Fourthly, the theme of rituals links to debates in social movement studies 
(demonstrating a progression from understandings of repertoires of 
contention), education (highlighting the strengths of an indigenous approach 
to learning), and Southern theory (demonstrating the power and alternative 
theorising which is possible from a post-colonial, indigenous perspective).  
The above summary highlights how the research links back and contributes 
to debates in the key disciplines considered in literature review. In summary, 
the study has considered, incorporated and progressed different strands of 
theory, across social change, social movement theory, urban studies, 
education theory and Southern Theory. The debates summarised above 
have guided the research project in many ways and contributed to the 
findings and conclusions, conclusions which can contribute to further 
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debates, research and knowledge creation. Possible areas for further 
theoretical development and research in these traditions include the dynamic 
of conflict and relationality, the place of rituals in pedagogy, and the 
development of repertoires of contention through a consideration of the role 
of rituals in social movement theory.  
10.4   Reflections on methodology 
This section reflects on the research methodology, to consider its 
appropriateness, make comments on its implementation and consider 
possible changes and improvements. A starting point is to recall the guiding 
parameters for this research, outlined in Table 4.2 and reproduced below. 
 
Table 10-1: Implications of methodological considerations on research processes 
Critiques of research approaches Implications and counteracting 
approaches – research Imperatives 
• A history of deficit discourses and 
the othering of African researched 
communities; 
• The tendency to extract data from 
communities; 
• The discounting of local 
knowledge; 
• The imposition of and/or over-
reliance on Western theories, 
developed in the Metropole but 
applied in African contexts; 
• The misplaced translation of laws 
from natural science into social 
theory; 
• Ignorance and/or discounting of 
local context, culture and 
philosophical traditions; 
• The portrayal of researched 
communities as objects rather 
than subjects in their contexts; 
• Ignorance or discounting of 
colonisation and its consequences 
within historical and current 
realities; 
• The tendency for the researcher to 
claim authority about and over the 
• Research needs to benefit the 
researched community; 
• Researched communities should 
be co-researchers (as subjects) in 
all aspects and stages of the 
research process; 
• Recognise and support the 
authority, expertise and agency of 
the communities; 
• Focus on the researched 
communities’ subjective meaning 
of events, actions and outcomes; 
• Seek to position the study within a 
context of a relationship, 
particularly between the 
researcher and community 
members; 
• Seek a healing dimension within 
the research process and its 
outcomes; 
• Seek insights from local traditions, 
including philosophies, culture and 
religion; 
• Recognise the impact of 
colonialism and other power 
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researched, their community and 
their context; 
• The assumption of laws of cause 
and effect, applicable across 
diverse contexts; 
• An over-emphasis on text, use of 
English language, and use of 
theoretical propositions, as tools 
associated with Western research 
traditions. 
dynamics, including gender 
relationships; 
• Seek a radical openness to 
different ontologies and 
cosmologies; 
• Start with the local context, 
including historical, cultural, 
spatial, social and political 
dimensions; 
• Embrace the non-textual, local 
vernacular, stories and visual 
representations. 
There are some points to note in reflecting how the study engaged with the 
key implications in the right-hard column of this table. Firstly, the diaries and 
the cameras produced useful data, and reflected the intention to incorporate 
non-textual data (last dot point, right-hand column, Table 10.1). The cameras 
provided for many different images and the showing of the photos led to 
engaged discussion and insightful reflections on group life and the research 
process. There was some sense of being overly responsible for the cameras 
and diaries, which in retrospect could have been reduced. More diaries and 
cameras (and perhaps coloured pencils/pens) in each community would have 
helped encourage greater participation. Occasionally, the process of 
reviewing and discussing the photos in the sense-making workshops became 
slightly laborious. In some cases, this may have been a result of some 
workshop participants not having been so engaged in the photo-taking 
processes, which could have been addressed by mentoring and guidance at 
the start of the research. 
Across the communities, the sense-making workshops (third and fourth dot 
point, right-hand column) were well attended, and generally involved 
contributions from most group members. In the workshops, there was a 
general sense of camaraderie, energy and laughter. In most communities, 
the discussion on advice for other communities was energetic and led to self-
reflection on the group’s wisdom around change. This advice, presented in 
Chapter 5, demonstrates the expertise of the communities, and the 
presentation of this advice led to expressions of self-confidence from the 
communities (‘we know a lot!’). 
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Reflecting on the intention to have community members as co-researchers 
(second dot point, right-hand column), this objective could have been 
strengthened by more focused co-operation at the start (for example 
clarifying and agreeing on research approach and processes) and at the data 
analysis and research finding stage (for example clarifying conclusions, 
testing ideas, collectively analysing). This would also have provided 
opportunities to test and develop subjective meanings as the different 
findings were being developed. However, a higher level of involvement may 
have created more demands on time availability of community members, 
given family and community responsibilities. 
It is more difficult to assess if the study benefited the communities (first dot 
point, right-hand column), or contributed to healing (sixth dot point, right-hand 
column), both key components of indigenous research noted in Chapter 4. 
Some research processes offered communities an opportunity to reflect on 
their skills and experiences, which may contribute to a stronger sense of 
confidence, an affirmation of existing capacity, and perhaps a consolidation 
of knowledge to be applied in their work. In this respect, there is an 
unfinished agenda within the research, noting that the original intention was 
to provide a report back to the movement and the communities about the 
conclusions reached. The current plan is to create a video presentation that 
summarises key aspects of the thesis, which can be shared via SDI, and be 
viewed by communities in both countries. A copy of the dissertation will be 
shared with both federations. There is also a future agenda as to how the 
research findings are received and considered and how others engage with 
the themes of agency, hybridity, connectedness and rituals, given that these 
have an invitational, and possibly a relational, component to which others are 
invited to respond. 
Related to the discussion on benefit, it is also difficult to assess if the study 
involved meaningful relationships (fifth dot point, right-hand column). From a 
personal perspective, I had a strong, personal admiration and sense of 
involvement with many people across the different communities. Given many 
communities’ experience of Westerners coming on one-off visits, some 
people were supportive of my more long-term involvement and expressed 
appreciation on return visits. They also expressed appreciation for the regular 
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involvement of the field assistants. I hope that our interactions were less 
intimidating than other experiences they may have had with other male 
mzungus/Westerners, something noted by some research participants. 
However, the intent to situate research within a context of relationships was 
somewhat negated by my lack of physical presence since the end of the 
research period (June 2014), as well as variations in attendance, contributing 
to some instances of inconsistent participation and involvement during the 
research. 
Notwithstanding the mainstream, Western academic genre of this 
dissertation, the study embraced other (non-rational) ontologies and 
epistemologies (third-last dot point, right-hand column). Consequently, it 
engaged with indigenous scholars and methodologies, incorporated different 
research methods, and developed findings and conclusions that better reflect 
non-Western approaches. However, these efforts are exploratory and initial, 
and highlight the ongoing need to re-dress the lack of emphasis that 
indigenous and alternative approaches have within academic research. 
Hopefully, other research projects might use the approaches and conclusions 
developed here, critique and expand them and continue to seek a more 
transformative approach to research in post-colonial and indigenous 
contexts, recognising that this is a growing area in the Academy. 
This research involved purposive sampling on the basis of working with 
communities that in SDI’s view were making change happen. This approach 
does raise some questions. Firstly, how might the communities’ success be 
evaluated; are they exceptional? Also, what might be potential implications 
for SDI’s work with other (perhaps less exceptional) communities in creating 
change? However, from the research, exceptionalism cannot be considered 
a simple category. To do so, would risk stripping the communities of their 
particularities and suggest a homogenisation which is not warranted. As 
highlighted, some communities found change easier in some areas than 
others. Others (for example S2) had clearly had a pre-history of change but 
in the time of the study, were finding further change difficult. This also 
highlights that the study was a snapshot of seven communities within a 
particular time-frame and set of contexts. Furthermore, to seek to draw 
comparisons between the researched communities and other SDI 
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communities, or even non-SDI communities would detract from the 
interpretive methodology used in the research. To reiterate, this research has 
focused on drawing conclusions from particular, situated contexts and 
communities. A different research process would be required to develop 
comparisons and explore change processes between different 
categorisations of settlements.  
Nevertheless, the research’s findings and conclusions should have relevance 
for SDI and other communities seeking change. Hopefully, the research 
represents an endorsement of the rituals referred to by SDI and the 
communities (Chapter 3), as well as the structure of the federation (at 
community and national level). It is anticipated that further interaction with 
SDI will also open up some other learnings and applications, although as 
noted, these need to be interpreted and developed in line with peer-to-peer, 
subjective learning processes. 
This research has focused on change as expressed from within seven 
diverse communities, although it has been noted that these change 
processes intersect with SDI approaches. Some of the tensions and debates 
within the movement, particularly the nature of governance and the role of 
professional staff in the support NGO have been noted. However, as a 
consequence of choosing to explore perspectives from the communities 
themselves, some issues, such as the role of staff in influencing change, do 
not receive prominence in the research and are largely outside the scope of a 
research question which has deliberately focused on how informal settlement 
dwellers mobilise to create change. 
Despite a commitment to participatory research, ultimately this dissertation 
represents my analysis, conclusions and representations of how informal 
settlement dwellers create change. In the spirit of an existing relationship, as 
well as recognition of this project being one of co-research, the research 
process would have benefited from further interaction. Ideally, the data 
analysis and development of conclusions would have been more 
collaborative, involving more interaction, checking and sense-making with 
community members. Alternatively, the research process could have involved 
a return to the communities in which I highlighted my analysis, findings and 
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conclusions from their input (as covered in Chapters 6-9), their feedback on 
these conclusions and perhaps the presentation of a less academic, more 
accessible written summary of key issues and conclusions covered in this 
dissertation. This would also have allowed for other actors to present what 
they saw as their key conclusions, and provided feedback on mine. However, 
different constraints mean this step has not been possible. This 
acknowledgement does lead to the question of what the community members 
and other informal settlement dwellers might say in response to what has 
been presented here. Would they agree, reach different conclusions, express 
concern at misrepresentation? Are the findings here of any relevance to their 
lives and their work as change agents, in terms of reinforcing what they 
already know or contribute to new knowledge which might further develop 
change strategies? 
I hope the conclusions arise from the specific guidance given by community 
members (for example in the advice for other communities), so in that sense 
they are the communities’ representations on change. Furthermore, from the 
findings in Chapters 6 to 9, there is a consistency across data forms and 
across communities suggesting that the conclusions reached would not be 
significantly at odds with what community members might say themselves, 
although they may not be encoded the way they are presented here.  
Research participants have not had a chance to interact with the four themes 
presented as underlying their approaches to change, although these themes 
will be included in the video presentation. Some conclusions, for example on 
ritual, extend and develop what federation members already understand 
implicitly, perhaps developing conceptual understandings of how rituals work 
and how the power of rituals can be further developed across the federation. 
Some conclusions, for example on hybridity, might act as a positive re-
affirmation of identity, a reminder that what is often an external label of 
exclusion can also be embraced as a subjectivity that leads to greater 
insights and power.  
In summary, the research approach offered important steps in exploring the 
subjective meaning of informal settlement dwellers in their mobilisation for 
change. The study demonstrated the validity and the power of the 
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methodological approach through its affirmation of indigenous and post-
colonial knowledge, its focus on the leadership and authority of informal 
settlement dwellers, and its use of diverse data forms. The research 
approach has been validated and affirmed by the research findings, findings 
that may not have been as apparent through other research methodologies. 
Consequently, the findings have the potential to contribute to theory and 
practice of social change and transformative social justice. It is hoped that 
the methodology limitations can be addressed by other research projects. 
10.5   Is this enough? Questions of effectiveness 
One outstanding question relates to the effectiveness of the change 
strategies embraced by informal settlement dwellers, the question noted at 
different places (in particular, in Chapters 7 and 8): is this enough to create 
change? Alternatively, in the face of power imbalances and the active and 
passive excluding of settlement dwellers, are SDI members making a 
difference and having an impact against these stark, asymmetrical realities? 
Does a focus on agency, the embracing of hybridity, a focus on 
connectedness, and an awareness of the power of rituals count for anything?  
As a first response, and to reiterate, this research has chosen to explore 
questions of effectiveness from the perspective of settlement dwellers 
themselves. A different research project may have sought to quantify the 
economic benefit of savings, or undertaken randomised control trials on the 
socio-economic benefits of enumeration across informal settlements. 
However, such a research approach would have involved a different 
theoretical perspective on social change and a different research 
methodology, one that arguably is historically associated with the negation of 
indigenous perspectives and the ongoing exclusion of indigenous and 
colonised people. 
Nevertheless, the question is this enough to create change? can be 
addressed in two other ways, more aligned with the research’s theoretical 
underpinnings. Firstly, there is a requirement to acknowledge and respond to 
settlement dwellers’ authority on this question. Thus, on the basis of the 
comments, guidance and expertise of the community members themselves, it 
can be argued that the programs and rituals outlined and practised by 
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informal settlement dwellers are enough to create change; their 
representations and their authority in relation to change-making is evidence 
in this research. As a consequence, this change is already happening, on 
many different levels, as highlighted above. 
Nevertheless, there is another dimension to how this question could be 
addressed. This research has noted the importance of concepts such as 
ubuntu-ism, connectedness and spatial justice. The power of these concepts, 
and their importance in contributing to change for the settlement dwellers in 
this research, also extend the boundaries of informal settlement dwellers’ 
networks and invite others into their change strategies and into relationship 
with them. In particular, others interested in seeking change are invited into 
relationship, not in order to assiduously follow a set of rules, but to engage 
with the authority, knowledge and skills of the existing changemakers in SDI. 
This engagement allows others to consider the application of the themes and 
strategies of informal settlement dwellers presented here, but within the 
context of their own situation.  
This invitation extends to people in other settlements and to other situations 
in which individuals and communities are seeking to create change. In 
particular, as readers and researchers, we are invited into these relationships 
and networks. Given the interest in transformative and social justice 
approaches that underpin this research, the question is that enough for 
change? is also directed to us. Given the presence of global and local 
networks, what is our role in supporting informal settlement dwellers in 
seeking change, what part do we need to play in addressing hegemonies, 
structures of injustice, and those global systems that bear directly on the lives 
of people in settlements? Emerging from this research is a deeper 
awareness that transformative, structural change requires the engagement, 
commitment and action of wider circles and networks, including ourselves. 
Again, the voices from the periphery speak to those of us (and others) who 
are close to the centre. The answer to the question, is that enough for 
change? depends on us. 
When seen this way, the question is that enough for change? has a future-
oriented dimension, befitting notions of ritual and liminality. In brief, it is 
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enough, if we and others, including diverse power holders and duty bearers, 
are prepared to engage with the change strategies and themes outlined in 
this dissertation, and if we and other power holders seek to apply those 
themes and strategies in ways which support informal settlement dwellers. It 
is enough, if we are prepared to join in those rituals that celebrate and 
anticipate a different reality. 
10.6   Concluding comments  
This research addressed the questions, How do people living in informal 
settlements in Southern Africa mobilise to create change at personal, 
household and community levels? 
The study engaged with indigenous and local epistemologies, cosmologies 
and research methods for the research communities, also focusing on 
complementary approaches developed within interpretivist traditions. This 
approach aligned with an intention to decolonise knowledge and contribute to 
social justice objectives. The interpretive paradigm allowed for a focus on 
actors’ frame of meaning, which allowed informal settlement dwellers’ 
expertise and leadership to be brought to the fore and which also resonated 
with epistemological considerations. Research methods focused on 
participatory approaches in order to better reflect informal settlement 
dwellers’ standing as experts and local knowledge forms. 
The research approach produced significant data across all seven research 
communities and varied data forms. Analysing the data identified particular 
change strategies employed by community members to create change, 
focusing on their use of savings, culture, engaging at different levels and 
learning exchanges. These responses also highlighted the movement’s 
pedagogical approach, focused on democratic, embodied learning which also 
incorporates indigenous learning styles.  
Deeper analysis revealed that the movement’s change and learning 
strategies were under-pinned by the four key themes: a focus on Agency; a 
celebration of Hybridity; the importance of Connectedness, and a recognition 
of the power of Ritual. These four themes are, in essence, how informal 
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settlement dwellers create change, recognising the detail situated within each 
of these broad headings. 
This research did not seek universally applicable answers about change. 
Nevertheless, identifying the four themes and the roles that they play in the 
lives and work of settlement dwellers seeking to create change opens up 
opportunities for further research around the themes and the research topic. 
Each of the four themes is deserving of further enquiry related to change and 
social processes, as well as the cumulative interaction and integration of the 
themes. What is the place of these themes in other informal settlements? Or 
in other more diverse contexts? How might they be used as a framework to 
analyse other change approaches? More practically, how might these four 
themes be taken and applied, in an adaptive, iterative and participatory 
sense, in attempts to create change in other contexts? The study also 
provides implications for further development of the methodologies used 
here, including further consideration of the interpretive methodology and the 
approach to decolonisation of knowledge embraced here, as well as more 
refined approaches to the use of participatory photography/video and diaries.  
10.7   Epilogue 
This dissertation began with a personal prologue, outlining the professional 
and theoretical motivations behind the research. In the prologue, I noted my 
concern that I felt I understood little about social change and outlined my 
motivation and interest in researching the topic. Some matching, personal 
reflections are in order here, although in focusing on the personal, there is a 
danger of diverting away from the more important focus on decolonisation 
and the wider project of transformational social justice. Nevertheless, some 
brief comments about the subjective journey of the research project allow for 
a final reflection on the dissertation. 
So what has been learnt? I have learnt about the insights available through 
an interpretivist approach and the value of this approach as a means of 
researching complex social environments and phenomena. Much has also 
been learnt about the importance of seeing knowledge as being centred in a 
community, and that when one sees this way, it opens up insights, wisdom, 
and ideas that might otherwise remain obscured or hidden.  
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I have learnt about participation; in particular, that research belongs in a 
community and should benefit a community. I have learnt that there are 
diverse research methods that open up opportunities for collective research 
and use non-textual approaches. 
I have learnt that although there may not be rules or neat theories of change 
applicable across contexts and practices, nevertheless there is much that 
can be learnt about change from specific contexts. I have learnt that there 
may be ideas, themes, and principles that – when engaged with – have great 
relevance for a wide range of other contexts. I personally believe that the 
themes of agency, hybridity, connectedness and ritual have enormous 
individual and collective relevance for many different contexts. 
I have learnt about education, and that education can be a tool for change 
when it is dialectic, embodied, democratic and focused on conscientisation. 
I have learnt about colonisation and the need for decolonisation, across 
knowledge, research, cultures, politics and development practice. I have 
learnt about knowledge traditions of Southern African informal settlement 
dwellers and that these traditions are not fixed categories, but are flexible, 
and convey wisdom that is not readily available from typical Western 
traditions. 
I have learnt about the power of social movements; a power that sits with 
movement members and arises from self-directed engagement with 
authorities and rituals of performance and contention. 
I have learnt that transformative change, as well as learning, requires the 
engagement and participation of the listener/reader. As individual and 
collective readers/responders we are invited into relationships focused on 
change.  
I have learnt about development, despite deliberately focusing away from 
that discipline. Nevertheless, I hope that the knowledge I have gained will 
inform my future praxis and social justice work. 
I have learnt from extraordinary people across seven communities, people 
with wisdom, experience, resilience and humour; people who exemplify a 
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focus on agency, a celebration of hybridity, the importance of connectedness, 
and a recognition of the power of ritual. 
I have learnt that there is much more to learn. 
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